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The study examined children’s use of verbal –s marking (e.g., he walks) in two 
nonmainstream dialects of English, African American English (AAE), and Southern White 
English (SWE). Verbal –s marking was of interest because there are gaps in the literature about 
the nature of this structure within and across typically developing children who speak AAE and 
SWE and about the nature of this structure in AAE- and SWE-speaking children with specific 
language impairment (SLI).   
To address these gaps, children’s verbal –s marking was examined as a function of their 
dialect and clinical status and as a function of a number of linguistic variables. These included: 
verb regularity, negation of the utterance, meaning of the verb phrase (+/- habitual and/or 
historical present and +/-historical present), and type of subject preceding the verbal –s form. 
Data came from 57 language samples elicited from six-year-olds (26 were speakers of AAE and 
31 were speakers of SWE; 26 with SLI and 31 without SLI).   
The results indicated that the children’s verbal –s marking varied as a function of their 
dialect. For the SWE-, but not the AAE-speaking groups, the children’s marking also varied by 
their clinical status. In addition, the results indicated that four of the linguistic variables 
influenced the children’s marking of verbal –s in different ways. Negation of the verb phrase 
affected the verbal –s marking of three of the four groups, and the direction of the influence was 
consistent with the adult literature; habituation of the verb phrase also affected the verbal –s 
marking of all four groups, but the direction of the influence ran counter to what has been 
documented in the adult literature; and verb regularity and historical present tense affected the 
verbal –s marking of the SWE-, but not AAE-speaking groups. For type of subject, the data were 
insufficient to evaluate the effect of this variable on the children’s rates of marking. Finally, the 
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results showed that all four speaker groups produced six different types of nonmainstream verbal 





CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
In Mainstream American English (MAE), differences between children with and without 
language impairments have been repeatedly documented (Leonard, 1998; Rice & Wexler, 1996; 
Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995). This type of comparative work provides speech language 
clinicians data by which to identify MAE-speaking children with language impairments. Similar 
comparative work between children with and without language impairments has not been 
completed in other dialects of English, such as those that are considered nonstandard or 
nonmainstream. Two of these dialects in the US include African American English (AAE) and 
Southern White English (SWE).  
In the area of grammar, one of the barriers to this type of comparative work in AAE and 
SWE has been an apparent overlap in the types of morphosyntactic patterns that are produced by 
typically developing children who speak these dialects and by children with language 
impairments who speak MAE. In other words, what are often considered hallmark features of a 
grammatical impairment in MAE also occur in the grammars of typically developing AAE and 
SWE speakers.  Some of the patterns that are produced by both of these learner groups include 
zero marking of regular and irregular past tense (e.g., Yesterday Riley jump_ and fall_ down) 
and zero marking of auxiliary and copula BE (e.g., Graham __  happy  he__  going to the pool). 
In each of these cases, morphemes that are obligatory in MAE are not always produced in the 
surface grammars of AAE and SWE.  
Seymour, Bland-Stewart, and Green (1998) describe this overlap in features as resulting 
in a diagnostic conundrum for the clinician, because upon hearing one of these features in a 
child’s speech, one does not know if the pattern is due to a dialect difference or a language 
disorder.  In the past, this conundrum led to some speech language pathologists refusing services 
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to nonmainstream English dialect speakers, while others have treated the nonmainstream dialect 
as a clinical impairment.  This is unfortunate because over 30 years ago, the American Speech- 
Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) published a position statement to help guide clinical 
practice. Within this position statement, it states that “no dialectal variety of English is a disorder 
or a pathological form of speech or language” (ASHA, 1983; p.2). Furthermore, this position 
statement asserts that speech language pathologists working with nonmainstream dialect 
speakers must demonstrate the following: 1) an understanding that all dialects of English, 
including AAE and SWE, are rule-governed linguistic systems, 2) an understanding of the 
nonmainstream dialects that are spoken by the clients they serve, and 3) an understanding and 
use of nonbiased testing procedures. Unfortunately, this position statement, while well-intended, 
did not provide clinicians the tools they needed to implement it. 
Recently, a solution to the language disorder vs. language difference diagnostic 
conundrum has been proposed in the literature. This solution recommends focusing on the 
noncontrastive patterns of English to identify children with language impairments (McGregor, 
Williams, Hearst, Johnson, 1997; Seymour, et al., 1998; Stockman, 1996). Noncontrastive 
patterns of English are those that function in the same way across different dialects of English.  
In other words, these patterns do not show linguistic variation across dialects.  Of the 
nonmainstream dialects of interest here (AAE and SWE), the use of modals and the process of 
conjoining clauses are examples of patterns that are considered noncontrastive (Seymour et al., 
1998). Contrastive patterns, on the other hand, differ across dialects of English. Across MAE, 
AAE, and SWE, patterns that are considered contrastive include, among others, the two patterns 
mentioned earlier (i.e., regular and irregular past tense marking and auxiliary/copula BE).   
A number of studies (McGregor et al., 1997; Seymour, et al., 1998; Stockman, 1996) as 
well as the development of the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation (DELV; Seymour, 
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Roeper, & de Villiers, 2003a; 2003b; 2005) assessment tools support the use of noncontrastive 
patterns of English for diagnostic purposes. Recent work by Oetting and McDonald (2001), 
however, suggests that diagnoses can also be made using patterns of English that contrast across 
different dialects of English.  To do this type of analysis, though, more research is needed to 
further evaluate the ways in which contrastive patterns are used by children with and without 
language impairments.  According to these authors, it is only after these types of studies are 
completed that one can identify, within a nonmainstream dialect(s), the contrastive patterns that 
can be used for diagnostic purposes. Studies that support this approach include Garrity (2007), 
Oetting and Garrity (2006), Oetting and Horohov, (1997), Oetting and Newkirk (2008), Ross, 
Oetting, and Stapleton (2004), and Wynn and Oetting (2005).  
The current study follows the approach of Oetting and colleagues by examining 
children’s use of one morpheme that is considered contrastive in MAE, AAE, and SWE (Labov, 
1969; 1987; Green, 2002; Washington & Craig, 1994). In the MAE literature, this pattern is 
referred to as regular and irregular third person marking.  Examples of marked third person 
regular and irregular structures in MAE include Paul takes care of the kids and Paul does the 
dishes.  In the nonmainstream English dialect literature, this pattern is often referred to as verbal 
–s, because of the expanded function of this structure in these dialects (Green, 2002; Johnson, 
2005; Labov; 1987; Myhill & Harris, 1986). For example, one of the expanded functions of this 
structure in AAE and SWE includes the use of the verbal –s marker for expressing historical or 
narrative present tense (e.g., So I says to him……; Green, 2002; Wolfram & Shilling Estes, 
1998).  Given that the current study focuses on children’s use of this structure in AAE and SWE, 
the label verbal –s is used here. 
In the current study, children’s use of verbal –s is examined as a function of both their 
dialect type (AAE vs. SWE) and clinical status (language impaired vs. typically developing). As 
4 
 
will be discussed in the literature review, verbal –s is of interest because there are gaps in the 
literature about the nature of this pattern within and across typically developing children who 
speak AAE and SWE.  This pattern (along with other patterns that mark tense and agreement) 
has also repeatedly surfaced as a clinical marker of childhood language impairment in MAE 
(Rice & Wexler, 1996; Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995) and in languages other than English (e.g., 
Dutch; de Jong, 2003; French; Paradis & Crago, 2000; German; Rice, Noll, & Grimm, 1997).  In 
many of these studies, the children with language impairment have been classified as presenting 
the clinical condition of specific language impairment (SLI).  To be consistent with this previous 
set of literature, all of the children with language impairment in the current study present with a 
clinical diagnosis of SLI. 
The incidence of SLI has been estimated to be 7.4% among kindergarteners (Tomblin, 
Records, Buckwalter, Zhang, Smith, & O’Brien, 1997).  Children with SLI exhibit difficulty in 
the acquisition and use of language in the absence of other types of developmental disabilities, 
hearing loss, or acquired brain injury (Bishop, 1992; Leonard, 1998; Rice & Wexler, 1996).  
Children with SLI typically begin to talk at a later age (i.e., two to four years of age) than their 
typically developing peers (i.e., approximately one year of age). Traditionally, research has 
highlighted the differences in intelligence scores and language scores in children with SLI.  A 
typical profile of a child with SLI usually reveals a nonverbal IQ score within normal limits and 
a language score significantly below the child’s IQ score and below the child’s expected age 
level (e.g., typically -1 SD or -1.5 SD below the mean). Although the SLI profile usually 
includes deficits in both receptive and expressive language skills and this includes their abilities 
in vocabulary and discourse, their grammar deficits have received the greatest research attention 
to date. This is because children with SLI have been documented to present extraordinary 
difficulty with their acquisition of grammatical verb morphology (Leonard, 1998; Rice & 
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Wexler, 1996).  Grammatical verb morphology includes the verbal –s marker which is examined 
in the current study as well as other verb markers such as regular and irregular past tense –ed 
(e.g., Yesterday he walked/ran) and copula and auxiliary forms of BE and DO (e.g., He is happy. 
They are walking. Do you want ice cream?). 
 Data for the current project came from an existing database of 93 language samples that 
have been elicited from children aged four to six years. These samples were collected as part of 
two previously completed studies that examined the language profiles of children with and 
without SLI (Oetting, 1999; Oetting & Horohov, 1997).  Of the 57 samples selected for study 
here, all were elicited from six-year-olds.  Twenty-six were elicited from speakers of AAE and 
31 were elicited from speakers of SWE. In addition, 26 of the samples were elicited from 
children classified as language impaired and the others were elicited from children classified as 
typically developing age-matched controls.  
As background for the proposed work, the literature review covers three different topics. 
The first section focuses on research that shows verbal –s marking to be difficult for MAE-
speaking children with SLI.  This literature helps explicate the types of difficulties children with 
SLI present with this structure. The second section focuses on studies of verbal –s within AAE 
and SWE. This section reviews both descriptive accounts of this structure within these dialects 
and data-driven studies that have been completed on adults and children who speak these 
varieties of English. Finally, four studies that have examined aspects of verbal –s marking in 
AAE- and SWE-speaking children with language impairments are reviewed in detail. The 
chapter concludes with a listing of the research questions that will guide the current study.    
A listing of the abbreviations used in the current work, as well as their meanings, is found 




Studies of MAE-Speaking Children with and without Language Impairment 
 Research on typically developing MAE-speaking children has shown the emergence of 
verbal –s marking to occur around two years of age. For example, in Brown’s (1973) study, three 
MAE-speaking children began producing verbal –s between 26 and 46 months.  Another study 
by de Villiers and de Villiers (1973), involved 21 children aged 16 – 40 months.  For these 
children, the overall rate of verbal –s marking was 45%, but four of the older children (aged 28.5 
– 40 months) produced verbal –s with accuracy levels of 89% and above.  Another study that has 
examined this structure in typically developing MAE-speakers was conducted by Lahey, 
Liebergott, Chesnick, Menyuk, and Adams (1992). This study involved a longitudinal design that 
included 42 children.  Language samples were collected from the children when they were 25, 
29, and 35 months of age.  Their results showed variability in production of verbal –s during the 
first two testing periods, but over half of the children demonstrated mastery (80% marking) of 
this structure by three years of age.    
According to Wexler (1994), the emergence and mastery of verbal –s in English occurs in 
an Optional Infinitive (OI) stage of language development.  During this stage, children may omit 
tense and agreement markers, such as verbal –s (she talk_), past tense –ed (yesterday, she talk_), 
BE (she __  happy), and DO ( ___ they talk?).  In other words, tense marking is optional for a 
child during this stage.  Wexler’s account also states that when children are in the OI stage, they 
will not produce a form that is unacceptable in the adult grammar.  Thus, the utterance I walks to 
the store would not be produced by a MAE-speaking child during this stage of development.  
Instead, a child produces some utterances with verbs marked for tense and other utterances with 
verbs not marked for tense.   Thus, the following utterances would be expected from a child 
during the OI stage of development: Yesterday, I walk_ to the store; She walks to the store; She 
walk_  to the store.  Although Wexler’s OI model was revised and given a new name in 1998 
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(i.e., Unique Checking Constraint; UCC), the conditions of this model for children’s acquisition 
of verbal –s remain the same. 
As noted earlier, children with SLI demonstrate difficulty with acquisition and use of 
language not caused by any known developmental disability, sensory impairment, or 
neurological damage. The SLI profile typically involves delays and/or impairments in a wide 
range of language areas, including phonology, semantics, grammar, and pragmatics, but children 
with SLI have also been shown to present deficits in verb morphology that are more severe than 
their delays or impairments in their other language areas. Within the MAE literature and in the 
area of grammar, some of their verb morphology deficits include the emergence and mastery of 
regular and irregular past tense –ed, copular and auxiliary BE, auxiliary DO, and verbal –s 
(Leonard, 1998; Rice & Wexler, 1996; Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995). One model that attempts 
to explain this difficulty is called the Extended Optional Infinitive (EOI) account.  This account 
states that the grammars of children with SLI are constructed in the same way as children who 
are typically developing, but they stay in an optional infinitive (OI) stage for an extended period 
of time (Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995). Within this account, the OI stage allows verbs to be 
produced with and without tense marking. Given this, the EOI model predicts that children with 
SLI will optionally mark verbs for tense beyond the expected age of four years. The following 
studies have tested the EOI model with MAE-speaking children with and without SLI.  Although 
these studies examined children’s use of a number of grammatical morphemes, only the findings 
for verbal –s are discussed here.   
Note that the following studies utilized a three-group design with two control groups.  
The three-group model employed in SLI research typically includes one control group of 
typically developing children matched to the SLI group by age, and a second control group of 
younger typically developing children matched to the SLI group by one or more language 
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measures.  Two comparison groups allow for a thorough investigation of the differences between 
children with and without SLI (Leonard, 1998; Rice, 2004). The age-matched controls provide a 
chronological match to the children with SLI, but these children bring far more language to a 
research task than those with SLI. This is because children with SLI, by definition, present 
language skills that are delayed for their age. Given this, language-matched controls allow 
researchers to compare children with and without SLI while also controlling for the amount of 
language each group brings to the research task.   
Rice, Wexler, and Cleave (1995) examined 60 children’s use of verbal –s, past tense –ed, 
BE and DO.
1
 The children were classified into three groups, 18 five-year-old children with SLI, 
22 typically developing five-year-old age-matched children, and 20 typically developing three-
year-old language-matched children.  The data were from language samples and elicitation 
probes.  Results showed that the rate of verbal –s marking was 34% for the children with SLI, 
85% for the typically developing age-matched children, and 51% for the typically developing 
language-matched children.  The elicitation probe produced similar results.  The rate of marking 
for verbal –s was 26% for the children with SLI, 95% for the typically developing age-matched 
children, and 38% for the language-matched children.   In both cases, group differences between 
those with SLI and those in the age-matched control group were statistically significant.    
It is worth noting that the children with SLI and the language-matched control children 
produced uninflected forms of the verbs, such as walk for walks.  All errors involving verbal –s 
were omissions, not errors of commission.  For example, a child may have said he talk instead of 
he talks, but no child said you talks.  Recall that the OI and EOI models predict that children will 
not mark verbal –s in a way that is unacceptable in the adult grammar.  Within Rice et al.’s 
(1995) study, results from the error analysis support this claim.   
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Rice and Wexler (1996) found similar results with another set of children.  This study 
also employed a three-group design and included 19 five-year-old children with SLI, 23 typically 
developing five-year-old age-matched children, and 20 typically developing three-year-old 
language-matched children.  Results showed that the rate of verbal –s marking was 34% for the 
children with SLI, 92% for the typically developing age-matched children, and 65% for the 
typically developing language-matched children.  Similarly, the rate of marking for verbal –s on 
the elicitation probe was 19% for the children with SLI, 89% for the typically developing age-
matched children, and 42% for the language-matched children.   Again, the errors in verbal –s 
marking were primarily omissions; errors of commission were rare. In fact, for the children with 
SLI, the authors reported six errors of commission out of 295 verbal –s markings in the language 
samples. Error rates of commission for the other groups were zero out of 250 markings for the 
age-matched children and two out of 366 markings for the language-matched children.    
Treatment research has also demonstrated that children with SLI have difficulty using 
verbal –s as well as other tense and agreement morphemes.  For example, Leonard, Camarata, 
Brown, and Camarata (2004) conducted a study that examined treatment gains with verbal –s, 
auxiliary is/are/was, and past tense –ed. The participants were 31 children with SLI, aged 3;0 to 
4;4 years. At the start of the program, no child showed any use of the target morphemes. The 
treatment focused specifically on the children’s production of verbal –s and auxiliary is/are/was, 
but not past tense –ed.  After 48 treatment sessions, the children demonstrated limited progress 
on their use of the target morphemes, and no one made gains on the non-targeted treatment 
morphemes.  For the verbal –s morpheme, the children who received treatment for this structure 
demonstrated a mean of only 35% use at post-test.  Similar to the findings of Rice and her 
colleagues, all errors involving verbal –s were omissions. 
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Next, Leonard, Camarata, Pawlowska, Brown, and Camarata (2006) conducted phase two 
of their intervention study with 25 children, aged 3;0 to 4;4 years. The focus of this investigation 
was again verbal –s, auxiliary is/are/was, and a non-target morpheme past tense –ed.  The 
production of copula is/are/was was also added to this study. The children were again divided 
into two treatment groups: verbal –s and auxiliary is/are/was. After 96 treatment sessions, scores 
for the verbal –s treatment group increased from a mean of 5% to only 53%.  Again, the errors 
associated with verbal –s were omissions.  These treatment studies along with the research 
conducted by Rice and her colleagues show the difficulty that MAE-speaking children with SLI 
have with verbal –s marking.  These studies also indicate that the nature of the difficulty relates 
to omissions of the morpheme rather than errors of commission.   
Verbal –S in Nonmainstream English Dialects 
Variation in verbal –s has been documented in a number of nonmainstream dialects of 
English including AAE, SWE, Appalachian English, and Cajun/Creole English (Dubois & 
Horvath, 2003a; 2003b; Green, 2002; Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 1998).  Below is a description 
of this structure in AAE and SWE, the two nonmainstream dialects examined in the current 
study. 
African American English 
Multiple authors in the field of sociolinguistics have examined verbal –s marking in 
adolescent and adult AAE speakers.  Most of this work is more qualitative in nature. Some 
studies, however, also include data to document the rate at which AAE speakers produce 
different types of verbal –s patterns.  Table 1 gives a summary of the nonmainstream patterns 
described in this literature.  The first two patterns in the table, regular and irregular verbal –s 
marking, are usually discussed in terms of rate of overt marking or rate of zero marking. The 
second section of the table presents alternative functions of verbal –s (i.e., habitual marker, 
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historic present marker, and collectives).  A discussion of each of these nonmainstream patterns 
follows the table. 
The first pattern in the table involves zero marking of regular verbal –s.  Many scholars 
describe verbal –s marking as variably absent or intermittently absent in AAE (Fasold, 1972; 
Green, 2002; Labov, 1969; Labov & Harris, 1986; Washington & Craig, 1994; Wolfram; 1969; 
Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 1998).  In other words, AAE speakers may zero mark the verbal –s 
morpheme and produce a sentence such as She go to the store.  Labov and Harris (1986) suggest 
that zero marking of verbal –s is so prevalent in AAE that it constitutes one of the most 
important differences between AAE and other varieties of English.  Interestingly, in this 
literature, there are also different explanations for AAE speakers’ zero marking of this structure.  
Fasold (1972) explains zero marking as reflecting the nonobligatory nature of number and tense 
in AAE grammar.  Labov and Harris (1986) explain zero marking as lack of subject-verb 
agreement within the AAE grammar.  Finally, Green (2002) explains zero marking as the use of 
the plural form as the default instead of the singular form of the verb (e.g., go for goes).  In 
critique of these accounts, it is important to note that the surface manifestation of the behavior 
(i.e., zero marking) in AAE is the same. Interestingly, no study was found in the literature that 
attempted to evaluate these different accounts. 
In a data-based study of verbal –s marking, Labov and Harris (1986) examined language 
transcripts from 12 adults perceived to be heavy AAE speakers.  Results showed that these 
speakers marked verbal –s less than 50% of the time, with the majority marking verbal –s less 
than 10% of the time.  Similarly, Fasold (1972) found verbal –s marking absent in the language 
samples of 65% of working class adult AAE speakers.  Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (1998) 
documented 1% and 10% zero marking of verbal –s for upper and lower middle class AAE-
speaking groups, and 57% and 71% zero marking of verbal –s for upper working class and lower 
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working class AAE speakers. These findings suggest that zero marking of verbal –s occurs most 
frequently for AAE speakers from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Table 1.  Verbal –s patterns  
Verbal –s patterns     Example 
 
1.  Regular verbal –s marking 
Zero marking of third person singular She drive them to school.  
 
2.  Irregular verbal –s marking 
 Zero marking of irregular verbs 
Agreement with has/have   He have a toy. 
Agreement with says/say   She say cheewees. 
Agreement with does/don’t   She don’t want to go home. 
 
Alternative contexts of verbal –s        
 
3.  Habitual marker  
Verbal –s indicates recurring activity They rides the bus to school every 
activity, usually with first person or   day. 
third person plural subjects    When I think of him, I gets worried. 
   
4.  Historical Present marker say     
Verbal –s in the narration of  My dad says he’s gonna buy me one  
past events, use of the present  like that oval one.  
tense in the retelling of past My dad say he wants that.  
 events 
 
5.  Collectives      
 Marked or zero marked    Today the class takes its first exam. 
verbal –s with collective   The team follow its coach to the subjects 
      field. 
        
 
Interestingly, in an evaluation of differences between early and contemporary AAE, 
Poplack and Tagliamonte (1989) examined use of verbal –s using letters written in Samaná 
English and ex-slave recordings as data. They found that these early AAE speakers zero marked 
verbal –s at rates that are lower than what is observed in modern AAE. Indeed, the Samaná 
documents showed rates of zero marking to be 44% and the ex-slave recordings showed zero 
13 
 
marking of verbal –s to be 29%.  Both of these rates are lower than what has been reported by 
Fasold (1972) and Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (1998). 
The second pattern in the table is irregular verbal –s marking.  MAE contains three 
irregular verbs, have, say, and do, in which present tense is not formed by adding the –s 
inflectional marker.  Fasold (1972) suggests that have and do are frequently not inflected with –s 
in AAE.  Utterances such as She have a book and He do karate are commonly produced by 
AAE-speaking adults.  In addition, Fasold found that zero marking of have (53%) was slightly 
less than the zero marking of regular verbal –s (65%) in the language samples of working-class 
adult AAE speakers.   
Fasold also found more zero marking of verbal –s with the negative form of do (i.e., 
don’t) than with other verbs (88% vs. 65%).  Also, the negative form of do showed more zero-
marking than the positive form of do (88% vs. 63%).  Given this, Fasold concluded that the 
negation of do may have had some bearing on the zero marking of verbal –s.  However, Fasold 
comments that have and do can function as main or auxiliary verbs.  Don’t and doesn’t only 
occur when do is an auxiliary verb.  In other words, zero marking of the irregular verbal –s 
inflection may occur more because do is functioning as an auxiliary verb rather than because it 
reflects a negated form.   
The third context listed in Table 1 is the use of verbal –s to indicate habitual activity.  
The most common examples of this habitual usage by adult nonmainstream speakers are seen in 
the inflection of –s with first person singular and plural subjects (e.g., I goes to school; Green, 
2002; Labov & Harris, 1986).  Green (2002) also notes habitualness as a possible function for 
inflecting –s on irregular verbs such as have, do, and be in some situations (e.g., The devil haves 
us in a state of sin; I dos that; She bes with us now).  On the other hand, Wolfram and Shilling-
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Estes suggest that the inflection of –s with first person subjects on the verb be as in, I hope it bes 
a girl, is not always a marker of habitualness in AAE.   
The fourth pattern listed in Table 1 is referred to as the use of verbal –s to mark historical 
present. Myhill and Harris (1986) suggest that the inflection of verbal –s represents the historical 
present in AAE, regardless of person and number (e.g., I swings aroun’…my hat falls off).  The 
authors define historical present as use of verbal –s when referring to a past action.  In five adult 
AAE transcripts, they found that the verbal –s inflection occurred more often in the retelling of 
past events (50%) than in other contexts (e.g., present or habitual = 4%). In particular, they noted 
that AAE speakers zero mark the verb say (e.g., he say) in narrative contexts.  Verbal –s also 
occurred on verbs in narratives that were not conducive to the historic present.  Two of these 
contexts included the plural third person (e.g., They all go sees) and the past tense (e.g., She 
wents to go). Although verbal –s was produced more often with third person singular verbs than 
with verbs with first person or third person plural subjects, the authors noted that the difference 
between production in narrative versus non-narrative clauses was much stronger. Additionally, 
the authors suggested that when the participants inflected –s on third person singular verbs, it 
may have been an attempt to dialect switch. However, Myhill and Harris argued against this 
hypothesis because verbal –s marking seemed instead to be tied to the speaking context 
(narrative vs. non-narrative). 
The final pattern in Table 1 is use of verbal –s with collective nouns.  Collectives are 
nouns that identify a group or collection of individuals acting as a unit (e.g., army board, faculty; 
Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, pp.80).  Fasold hypothesized that AAE speakers treat these collective 
nouns as plural nouns rather than singular, therefore he expected to find much less –s marking on 
verbs with collective subjects than with non-collective subjects.  The data indicated slightly less 
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–s marking on verbs with collective subjects (63% vs. 65%), but the findings were not 
statistically significant.    
The following studies are representative of work examining verbal –s marking by 
typically developing AAE-speaking children. The first was by Washington and Craig (1994). In 
this study, they examined language samples of 45 AAE-speaking preschool children who were 
from low socio-economic backgrounds. Sixteen AAE morphosyntactic forms were identified in 
the children’s utterances.  Based on the number of utterances containing those AAE patterns, 
each child was classified as a low, moderate, or high AAE user. The low AAE user group (n = 
14) produced AAE forms in 0-11% of their utterances (M = 8%). The moderate AAE user group 
(n = 19) produced AAE forms in 13-21% of their utterances (M = 17%) and the high AAE user 
group (n = 12) produced AAE forms in 24-39% of their utterances (M = 28%).  The absence of 
subject-verb agreement, which includes zero marking of third person singular, was found in 
100% of the samples that were collected from children considered moderate and high dialect 
users.  Subject-verb agreement was also absent in more than 70% of the samples from the 
children who were classified as low dialect users. 
Recently, Johnson (2005) examined third person singular –s as an agreement marker in 
AAE with a picture-choice comprehension task.  The participants were 30 typically developing 
AAE speakers, aged four to six years. The children saw two pictures, one with a single subject 
(e.g., a picture of a cat asleep on a bed) and the other with a plural subject (e.g., a picture with 
two cats asleep on a bed).  The children were then given the prompt “show me the picture 
where…the cat sleeps on the bed”, or the prompt “show me the picture where…the cats sleep on 
the bed”.  Only five children comprehended –s as marking the third person singular with 100% 
accuracy (five out of five times).  
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Further analysis revealed that the children were not sensitive to the difference between 
the inflected form of the verb and the uninflected form.  In other words, the children performed 
at chance levels on the task. Given this, Johnson concluded that verbal –s did not function as an 
agreement marker for typically developing AAE-speaking children. In a critique of this study, 
there is an alternative explanation to the findings. Although not noted by the author, it is also 
quite possible that the children were not interpreting the plural marker either (recall that half of 
the items had the –s marker attached to the verb while the others had the –s attached to the noun). 
If this were the case, then both markers were not being interpreted by the children and this could 
indicate that the judgment task may have been too challenging for the children. A future study is 
needed to illustrate that 1) children can do the task, and 2) that they do not interpret verbal –s as 
an agreement marker.    
Southern White English 
Although most of the work on verbal –s has focused on AAE, some researchers have 
discussed this structure in SWE. For example, a reading of the literature suggests that most 
scholars of SWE are in agreement that zero marking of verbal –s is more characteristic of AAE 
than SWE.  For example, Wolfram and Shilling-Estes (1998) suggest that zero-marking of verbal 
–s occurs 85% of the time in AAE; in SWE, they suggest that zero marking occurs 
approximately 5% of the time.  They also suggest that, like AAE speakers, SWE speakers 
demonstrate higher rates of zero marking for the negated form of do (e.g., She don’t want to go).    
In addition, Wolfram and Shilling-Estes discuss have in the context of third person 
subject-verb agreement (e.g., My nerves has been on edge).  Verbal –s as a narrative marker has 
also been observed in SWE.  In fact, at least two groups of researchers suggest that marking 
verbal –s with the verb say, (e.g., I says to her) during a personal narrative is more prevalent in 
SWE than AAE (Myhill & Harris, 1986; Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 1998).   
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Within SWE, Wolfram and Shilling-Estes also note the inflection of –s on verbs 
associated with third person plural subjects, such as Some people likes to talk a lot or Me and my 
brother gets in fights. As in AAE, these may be examples of habitual markers, indicating an 
event that occurs with regularity.  On the other hand, verbal –s marking with third person plural 
subjects may be more indicative of SWE.  Given this, Wolfram and Shilling-Estes suggest that 
for SWE, –s marking on verbs with a third person plural subject is more related to the subject 
(i.e., collective vs. non-collective) of the utterance rather than to the habitual function of the 
verbal morpheme.   
Table 2 summarizes the AAE and SWE literature.  As can be seen in this table, zero 
marking of regular verbal –s marking is more characteristic of AAE than SWE.  Zero marking of 
irregular verbal –s marking appears in both dialects; however, zero marking with the verb say in 
a narrative context is thought to be more indicative of SWE.  Examples of verbal –s functioning 
as a historical present marker can be found in both dialects, but use of this structure to indicate 
habitual function is more characteristic of AAE.  In contrast, the use of this structure with 
collective nouns may be more characteristic of SWE than AAE. 
Studies of Verbal –s with Nonmainstream English-Speaking Children with and without SLI 
The following four studies from the field of communication disorders represent work 
conducted with nonmainstream English speakers with and without SLI.  Most of these studies 
examined children’s use of overt vs. zero marking of verbal –s; however, one of the studies also 
examined verbal –s marking to express habitualness.  
Seymour, Bland-Stewart, and Green (1998) examined nonmainstream dialect use in the 
language samples of 14 AAE-speaking children, aged five to seven years.  Half of the children 
were classified as language impaired.  The authors examined the number of overtly-marked 
occurrences of verbal –s (e.g., she goes).  The mean proportion of attempts for verbal –s was not 
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found to be significantly different between the typically developing children and children with 
language impairment (TD M = .44 vs. LI M = .32).  Based on this finding, Seymour et al. 
concluded that zero marking of verbal –s occurs at similar rates by both AAE-speaking children 
with and without SLI.  
Table 2.  Verbal –s patterns in AAE and SWE 
Verbal –s patterns      AAE  SWE 
 
1.  Regular verbal –s marking 
Zero marking of third person singular  yes  some 
 
2.  Irregular verbal –s marking 
 Zero marking of irregular verbs  
Agreement with has/have    yes  yes 
Agreement with says/say    some  yes 
Agreement with does/do/don’t   yes  yes 
 
Alternative contexts of verbal –s    AAE  SWE    
 
3.  Habitual marker       yes  some 
 
4.  Historical present marker – say/says   no  yes 
 
5.  Collectives       some  yes 
        
 
Oetting and McDonald (2001) also examined regular and irregular marking of verbal –s 
with 93 AAE- and SWE-speaking children.  Eighteen of the children were six years of age and 
classified as SLI and the remaining 75 were classified as typically developing age-matched six-
year-olds or language-matched four-year-olds. Although this study involved an analysis of 35 
different nonmainstream English patterns, three related to verbal –s marking.  These were regular 
–s, irregular –s (i.e., has, says, does) and zero marking with don’t.  Within this study, rate was 
calculated by dividing the number of tokens by the number of utterances spoken rather than by 
the number of opportunities to produce the forms.   
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The authors found that the two dialect groups differed in their rates of regular and 
irregular verbal –s marking (rate index of zero marking of regular verbs: AAE M = 4.6, vs. SWE 
M = .7; rate index of zero marking of irregular verbs: AAE M = 1.1 vs. SWE M = .3; rate index 
of subject-verb agreement with don’t: AAE M = 1.3 vs. SWE M = .7).  Marking of regular verbs 
did not differentiate between children with and without SLI within each dialect.   Interestingly, 
however, marking of irregular verbs (i.e., has, says, does) did.   
Next, Oetting and Garrity (2006) examined the same set of 93 language samples using 
only five nonmainstream patterns.  One of these patterns was marking of regular verbal –s.  Rate 
was calculated in the traditional manner by dividing the number of zero-marked forms by the 
number of opportunities to mark the verb with this structure.  Their findings were that the AAE 
speakers zero marked verbal –s at a rate of 78% (SD = 19), while the SWE–speakers zero 
marked verbal –s at a rate of 17% (SD = 24).  Collapsed across the two dialects, the children 
with SLI zero marked verbal –s at a rate of 56% (SD = 37) and the typically developing controls 
zero marked verbal –s at a rate of 35% (SD = 37).  Although these rates of marking appear 
different, the difference was not statistically significant.  This finding paralleled Seymour, et al.’s 
study.   
Finally, Burns and Camarata (2006) examined children’s comprehension of verbal –s as a 
habitual marker in AAE-speaking children with SLI.  Participants were four AA boys, aged 3;6-
4;9 years, who were classified as SLI and who took part in an intervention study by Leonard et 
al. (2006).  As mentioned earlier in this literature review, these children received treatment that 
targeted the children’s productions of verbal –s, and auxiliary BE and DO. For the 
comprehension study, Burns and Camarata analyzed the children’s responses to the probe task 
administered during the study at four different treatment phases (i.e., pre, mid, post, and follow-
up).  The children were asked to describe activities in a way that required production of verbal –
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s.  For example, during the probe task, the examiner said to the child, “I eat a cookie whenever I 
am hungry.  I even eat one for breakfast.”  “Oh-oh, I didn’t see.  What does Cookie Monster do 
whenever he is hungry?”  The goal of this prompt was to elicit from the children “He _______” 
(eats a cookie). 
Results were as follows.  At pre- and mid-treatment, three out of the four children 
produced adverbials to the prompts (e.g., He always eat cookies).  The authors considered use of 
an adverb as an indicator of habituation.  By post-treatment, these children demonstrated a 
decreased use of adverbs and they increased their use of verbal –s.  Interestingly, the fourth 
child, who presented more severely impaired language skills than the other children, never used 
an adverb or a verbal –s marker to indicate habitualness in any of his responses (e.g., He eat 
cookies.). Since this one participant did not use adverbials or verbal –s as habitual markers, the 
authors concluded that habituation may be a potential marker of SLI in AAE speakers.  
Together, the findings of these studies suggest that regular and irregular verbal –s 
marking differs as a function of the nonmainstream English dialect one speaks. However, in 
critique of the literature, data are lacking to document and/or quantify this statement.  Whether 
verbal –s marking can be used to differentiate nonmainstream English-speaking children with 
and without SLI is less clear.  In MAE, children with SLI have repeatedly been shown to present 
difficulties with verbal –s.  In AAE and SWE, findings are mixed. Three studies suggest no 
differences in regular verbal –s marking between children with and without SLI.  However, 
Oetting and McDonald (2001) found a difference between children with and without SLI in their 
use of irregular verbal –s.  Finally, Burns and Camarata’s (2006) findings suggest that some 
children with SLI may have difficulty with habitual marking, and this in turn, could affect these 




Rationale for Current Study 
A comprehensive evaluation of verbal –s is warranted to establish how verbal –s 
functions for different groups of nonmainstream speakers, and determine within different 
nonmainstream dialects, if verbal –s marking can be used to differentiate children with and 
without SLI.  The current study was designed to do this by examining verbal –s marking as a 
function of children’s type of dialect (AAE vs. SWE) and clinical status (SLI vs. typically 
developing).   
The general questions guiding this research were:  
1) Do AAE- and SWE-speaking children differ in their rate of regular and irregular 
verbal –s marking?   
2) Within AAE and SWE, does the rate of verbal –s marking differ as a function of a 
child’s clinical status (SLI vs. typically developing)?  
The literature review also showed that verbal – s marking may be influenced by various factors 
such as the regularity of the verb (regular vs. irregular), the presence of negation within the 
utterance (+/-negation), tense/aspect of the verb (+/- habituation, +/-historical present), and the 
type of subject (+/- collective nouns). Within and across the two dialects and child language 
ability groups, the study was also designed to address four additional questions related to these 
issues. These questions were:   
3) Does rate of marking vary by the regularity of the verb form (regular or irregular)? 
4) Does rate of marking vary by the presence of negation (+/- negation)? 
5) Does rate of marking vary by the tense/aspect of the verb (habituation vs. non-
habituation and historical present vs. non-historical present),  





These six research questions and the reviewed literature allowed for a number of different 
predictions to be examined in the target groups.  Table 3 presents these predictions. In the current 
study, these six research questions and the corresponding predictions were examined by an 
analysis of language sample data. As indicated in the literature review, language samples have 
frequently been used within SLI studies of MAE-speaking children (Rice et al., 1995; Rice & 
Wexler, 1996; Leonard et al., 2004; 2006). Language samples also have been recommended as a 
non-biased tool to evaluate the linguistic skills of culturally and linguistically diverse children 
(Washington, Craig, & Kushmaul, 1998; Stockman, 1996). Finally, the collection and analysis of 
language samples are often considered essential components within child language assessments 
(Bloom & Lahey, 1978; Dollaghan, Campbell, & Tomlin, 1990; Stockman, 1996).    
Table 3.  Predictions for verbal –s marking for the current study 
Number Pattern    Prediction      Prediction  
      for Dialect  for Clinical Status 
1  Regular verbal –s   AAE < SWE  SLI vs. TD?   
     
2  Irregular verbal –s  SWE = AAE  SLI vs. TD?   
 2a marking with have  AAE = SWE  SLI vs. TD? 
2b marking with say  AAE < SWE  SLI vs. TD?  
2c marking with do  AAE = SWE  SLI vs. TD? 
 
3  –s marking +/- negation AAE: + < -  SLI vs. TD? 
      SWE: + < -  
          
4  –s marking +/- habituation AAE: +  > -  SLI vs. TD? 
      SWE: + > - 
       
5  –s marking +/- historical present 
    AAE: + > -   SLI vs. TD? 
    SWE: + > - 
        
6 –s marking +/- collectives AAE: + > -  SLI vs. TD? 
SWE: + > -       





1. The results of this study were reported in a second study by Rice and Wexler (1996).  
Given that some of the numbers changed across the two publications, the results for 
verbal –s in the 1996 paper are presented here.  In spontaneous language samples, the rate 
of verbal –s marking was 37% for the children with SLI, 84% for the age-matched 
controls, and 56% for the language-matched controls.  In the elicitation probes, the rate of 
marking for verbal –s was 26% for the children with SLI, 85% for the age-matched 
controls, and 45% for the language-matched controls.  
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODS 
Data 
The data included spontaneous language samples from 57 six-year-olds. These samples 
are part of an archival dataset of 93 samples that were collected as part of two previous studies 
that have examined children’s acquisition of words and morphemes (Oetting, 1999; Oetting & 
Horohov, 1997). The author of the current study participated in the elicitation of some of these 
samples as a MA student. Following these two studies, the author of the current study helped 
transcribe and code these language samples as part of a team of MA student researchers. This 
work resulted in these samples being analyzed as part of three additional studies that have 
examined differences between children as a function of their English dialect and clinical status 
(Oetting & Garrity, 2006; Oetting & McDonald, 2001; 2002). Nevertheless, within these 
previous studies, the focus of the work was not on verbal –s marking.  Given this, none of the 
analyses in the current study overlapped with those previously published. Also, it is important to 
note that although the original intent of the current study was to use data from as many of the 93 
children as possible, data from 31 children were excluded because they were not six years of age, 
and an additional five children were excluded because three listeners did not agree in the 
classification of the children’s dialects.   
Of the 57 children who contributed data to the study, 26 were African American and 
speakers of AAE and 31 were white and speakers of SWE.  Within each of these dialect groups, 
26 children were classified as SLI and 31 served as typically developing (TD) controls. As 
documented in the original studies, all 57 children lived in native English-speaking homes and 
attended regular kindergarten in a rural parish in southeastern Louisiana.  Within the original 
studies, the children’s dialect type (AAE vs. SWE vs. other) was confirmed through blind 
listener judgments by linguistic graduate students at Louisiana State University following the 
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procedures of Oetting and McDonald (2002).  For the listener judgment task, three raters listened 
independently to one-minute excerpts of each child’s language sample.  In addition to 
determining each child’s dialect type, raters were asked to judge the rate of each child’s use of 
nonmainstream English patterns using a 7-point Likert scale.  A score of 1 indicated that the rater 
determined no nonmainstream pattern use, a score of 3 indicated minimal use (patterns perceived 
in < 25% of utterances), a score of 5 indicated moderate use (25 – 40% of utterances) and a score 
of 7 indicated heavy use (> 40% of utterances).  Oetting and McDonald (2002) established that 
this method of quantifying a speaker’s rate of nonmainstream dialect is correlated (r range from 
.60 to .70) to more labor-intensive approaches that count individual tokens of each 
nonmainstream English pattern found in a transcript.     
Following previous research, the children’s clinical designation as SLI was based on 
evidence of average nonverbal IQ scores and below average language scores, normal hearing, 
and no neurologic conditions causing language impairment (Leonard, Camarata, Brown, & 
Camarata, 2004; Leonard, Camarata, Pawlowska, Brown, & Camarata, 2006; Oetting & 
Horohov, 1997; Rice & Wexler, 1996; Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995).  Specifically, the 
following criteria including standardized assessments were used to classify a child as SLI for this 
study: a) diagnosed as language impaired and currently receiving speech services from a speech 
language clinician; b) presented average intelligence, as evidenced by a standard score within 
one standard deviation of the mean on the Columbia Mental Maturity Scale (CMMS; 
Burgemeister, Blum, & Lorge, 1972); c) presented normal hearing, according to a hearing 
screening; and d) scored one or more standard deviations below the mean on the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test – Revised (PPVT-R; Dunn & Dunn, 1981). Also, although not used as 
eligibility criteria, the Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation (GFTA; Goldman & Fristoe, 1986) 
and three subtests that make up the Syntax Quotient of the Test of Language Development: 
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Primary - Second Edition (TOLD:P-2; Newcomer & Hammill, 1988) were administered for 
descriptive purposes.   
Children in the typically developing control groups did not present a history of receiving 
speech and language services, and they scored within normal limits (i.e., a standard score > 85) 
on the CMMS and PPVT-R. In the typically developing groups, two children scored above one 
standard deviation but below two standard deviations on the CMMS and four children scored 
above one standard deviation but below two standard deviations on the PPVT-R.  Table 4 
provides group profiles for these measures.    
To examine these data statistically, two-way analyses of variance with dialect (AAE vs. 
SWE) and clinical status (SLI vs. TD) as between subject variables were completed. Results 
showed a significant difference related to dialect, but not clinical status for the listener judgment 
rating score [F(1, 56) = 35.80, p < .001, partial n
2
 = .40].  This was expected since AAE speakers 
routinely produce more nonmainstream patterns than SWE speakers. Differences related to 
clinical status, but not dialect were also significant for the CMMS [F(1, 56) = 8.42, p < .01, 
partial n
2
 = .14], the PPVT-R [F(1, 56) = 105.10, p <.001, partial n
2
 = .67], the GFTA [F(1, 56) = 
25.40, p < .001, partial n
2
 = .32], and the TOLD:P-2 [F(1, 56) = 104.02, p < .001, partial n
2
 = 
.66].  As shown in Table 4, the scores for all four of these measures were lower for the SLI group 
than for those in the TD group.  These differences for clinical status were expected due to the 
nature of the SLI clinical profile.  
Additionally, in order to rule out articulation issues that would possibly affect production 
of verbal –s, the author reviewed the test data from the GFTA for child articulation errors (i.e., 
distortions, substitutions, omissions) involving the phonemes /s/ and /z/ in the word final 




Table 4.  Description of participant groups  
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
N 12 14 
 
19 12 
































































Mean listener judgment scores.  
b
Standard score on the Columbia Mental Maturity Scale 
(Burgmeister, Blum, & Lorge, 1972). Mean = 100; SD = 15.  
c
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
– Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981).
d
Percentile rank of Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation 
(Goldman & Fristoe, 1986). 
e
Syntax Quotient score of the Test of Language Development: 
Primary - Second Edition. 
 
Language Sample Elicitation 
 Language samples were elicited by an examiner (i.e., doctoral or graduate student) during 
a play session in a quiet room within each child’s school.  Toys used during the play sessions 
included a car garage/gas station, people, picnic/park set, Legos, baby doll, baby care related 
toys, and three Apricot I pictures (Arwood, 1985).  During the play sessions, the examiners and 
children conversed with each other using the toys and pictures to facilitate the dialogue.  In 
addition, the examiners and children talked about the children’s families and friends, favorite 
movies, and past events in their lives.  While this language sampling technique elicits narratives 
from the children, the narratives are embedded within the play and informal conversation 
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contexts.  There were six examiners; all were white and three were from Louisiana.  Some 
examiners spoke a dialect that contained nonmainstream English phonology; however, all 
examiners used primarily MAE grammatical structures during the sessions. 
Language Sample Transcription and Coding 
Transcription and morphological coding of the samples adhered to the guidelines outlined 
by Miller and Iglesias (2004).  Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT; Miller & 
Iglesias, 2004) software was used to facilitate and check the transcriptions.  In addition to 
morphological coding, 35 nonmainstream English patterns were identified in the 12,595 
utterances that were transcribed as complete and intelligible (C & I).  These frequency counts 
were then used to calculate the children’s rate of nonmainstream English (i.e., dialect density) 
within their samples. Table 5 provides group profiles for the dialect density measure.  Also 
included in this table is information about the size of the samples and the children’s mean length 
of utterance (MLU) values.   
To further describe the children’s use of nonmainstream patterns, dialect density rates 
were calculated by dividing the number of nonmainstream English pattern tokens by the number 
of complete and intelligible utterances.  Dialect density is an index of a speaker’s rate of dialect 
patterns.  Following work by Washington and Craig (1994), a high dialect density rating would 
be between .24 – .39, a moderate dialect density rating would be between .12 – .23, and a low 
dialect density rating would be <.12.  The dialect density rating was significantly different for 
both dialect [F(1, 56) = 102.09, p < .001, partial n
2
 = .66] and clinical status [F(1, 56) = 12.20, p 
= .001, partial n
2
 = .19].  In other words, the AAE speakers produced more nonmainstream 
patterns per utterances than the SWE speakers.  The SLI group also produced more 




Table 5.  Description of language sample data for participant groups 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 

























Total C& I utterances
c














Dialect density calculated by dividing number of dialect tokens by number of utterances.  
b
Average number of complete and intelligible utterances per sample.  
c
Total number of complete 
and intelligible utterances.  
d
Mean length of utterances in morphemes.   
 
All of the complete and intelligible utterances in the language samples were used for the 
analysis. Complete and intelligible utterances are not abandoned or interrupted, and they are 
intelligible to the transcriber.  A two-way analysis of variance was performed to determine 
whether the length of the samples varied by dialect or clinical status.  The average number of 
complete and intelligible utterances was the dependent measure.  A significant difference for 
dialect was found [F(1, 56) = 4.14, p = .04, partial n
2
 = .07].  The language samples from the 
AAE speakers were shorter than those of the SWE speakers.  However, as discussed in Oetting 
and McDonald (2001), the samples from Oetting and Horohov (1997) were longer than those 
from Oetting (1999).  Additionally, the number of children who spoke each dialect was not 
consistent across these two studies.  For example, in the 1997 study 94% of the children spoke 
SWE compared with 35% in the 1999 study.  When the studies are considered separately, biases 
related to dialect are not apparent.  Oetting and McDonald (2001) concluded that the difference 
in sample length for the entire group of samples was perhaps due to the amount of time spent on 
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the collection of language samples within these two studies rather than to a difference between 
the AAE- and SWE-speakers.    
A two-way analysis of variance was also performed to determine whether MLU varied by 
dialect or clinical status.  MLU was calculated with morphemes by dividing the number of 
morphemes produced by the number of utterances produced.  For MLU, a significant difference 
for clinical status was found [F(1, 56) = 14.96, p < .001, partial n
2
 = .22].   The scores of the SLI 
group were lower than those of the typically developing group.  This finding was expected given 
the nature of the SLI profile. 
Identification and Coding of Verbal –S 
To evaluate use of verbal –s as a function of dialect and clinical status, the author 
examined every utterance in which the target structure could have been produced.  The Word and 
Code List in SALT was used to identify all surface forms coded for verbal –s, such as overtly-
marked and zero-marked regular forms, overtly-marked and zero-marked irregular forms (e.g., 
have, say, and do), and subject-verb agreement with don’t.  With the SALT coding system, 
utterances with verbal –s marking are identified in the samples as outlined in Table 6.  The 
coding form is found in Appendix B. 
Identification and Coding of Alternative Contexts 
Habituation 
As can be seen in Table 6, use of verbal –s to express a habitual meaning were not coded 
within the original samples. Given this, the author investigated the linguistic context of each 
verbal –s context to determine if the utterance was expressing a habitual meaning. Following 
Burns and Camarata (2006), verbal –s contexts were considered habitual in meaning when a 
child produced an adverb to mark the ongoing nature of the activity being discussed (e.g., He 
go__ to school every day).  If, in the examination of the verbal –s context, the habitual meaning 
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could not be determined by the actual utterance in which the structure was found, then the 
surrounding utterances were used to classify that particular verbal –s context. Recall that Green 
(2002) suggests that the marking of verbal –s may serve a habitual function even when an adverb 
is not explicitly stated in the utterance (e.g., When I think about Palm Sunday, I gets excited).  
See Appendix C for the coding form. 
Historical Present 
Recall that historical present contexts involving verbal –s marking have typically been 
documented in nonmainstream English-speaking adults’ narrative productions. Given this, the 
samples were initially searched for narrative contexts. Following Labov (1972), Rickford and 
Rafal (1996), and Ross, Oetting, and Stapleton (2004), a narrative context was defined as at least 
two clauses with a sequential ordering of events.  A decisive factor in determining whether two 
chronological clauses reflected a narrative structure was the irreversible nature of the clauses.  In 
other words, if the clauses could be reversed without altering the gist of the narrative, then the 
clauses were not viewed as narrative in nature.   
Unfortunately, during the examination of the language samples in the current study, 
identifying narratives that matched the abovementioned criteria was challenging.  Perhaps the 
children’s young age contributed to their inability to produce defined narratives or the situational 
context of the language sample itself did not allow for expanded narratives by these children. 
Given this, this initial approach to the historical present was abandoned, and instead the 
historical present was examined as it related to the children’s production of the verb say. This 
was done because Myhill and Harris (1986) highlighted say as the primary verb in which 
speakers used the historical present within a narrative.  The Word and Code List in SALT was 
used to identify all overtly-marked and zero-marked forms of say.  Then each utterance was 
examined for its potential as reflecting the historical present (see Table 6).  Following this 
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analysis, all of the children’s verbal –s contexts were coded as +/- past (to reflect the child’s use 
of verbal –s in a past tense context, which would indicate an historical present) regardless of 
whether it was produced in a narrative (see Appendix D for the coding form). 
Collective Nouns 
A list of 53 common collective nouns (www.yourdictionary.com/grammar-
rules/Collective-Nouns, 2009) was generated and all language samples were searched using the 
Word and Code List in SALT.  The generated lists of utterances were examined for verbal –s 
contexts with collective nouns as their subjects.  See Table 6 for example utterances containing 
collective nouns with verbal –s forms and Appendix L for the list of common collective nouns. 
Reliability 
As documented in Oetting and McDonald (2001), reliability of the transcription was 
completed as part of the original studies. Agreement was calculated at the utterance level 
because an error on a word, morpheme, utterance boundary, or dialect code can affect the 
reliability of an entire utterance.  In the original studies, nine samples (10% of the original 93 
samples) were independently transcribed and coded by a research assistant at the time of data 
collection.  Across the original studies and groups, inter-rater agreement was 95% (2498 
utterances in agreement/2641 total child utterances). Additionally, the principle investigator of 
the original studies listened to the audiotapes of another 13 samples (14% of data set) while 
reading the transcripts.  Agreement for this reliability check was 93% (2602 utterances in 
agreement/2793 total utterances).  Finally, for an additional six (6%) samples, both the 
audiotapes and the transcribed samples were checked by a staff member from one of the Head 
Start programs that the participants attended.  This person was native to Louisiana and she was 
an AAE speaker. She disagreed with the transcription of 19 (<1%) words from a total of 7,159 
words checked.  
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Table 6.  Coding for verbal –s patterns 
Pattern     Example    
Regular Verbs            
Overtly-marked verbal –s  She walk/3s to school. 
    He go/3s to school. 
 
Zero-marked verbal –s  She walk/*3s to school. 
    He go/*3s to school. 
 
Irregular Verbs 
Overtly-marked verbal –s   
have   He has [3irr] to leave now. 
say   He says [3irr] stop it. 
do   She does [3irr] it herself. 
           
Zero-marked verbal –s  
have   He have [3irr] [err] to leave now. 
say   He say [3irr] [err] stop it. 
do   She do [3irr] [err] it herself. 
 
 
Over-regularization of a  
regular form on an irregular   He do/3s [err] that now.  
form     I watch/3s [err] the team play. 
 
Habitual Marker   He always play/3s with me. 
     She eat/*3s all the time. 
 
Historical Present Marker  He says [3irr] he gonna fly airplanes one day. 
     Yesterday, she say [3irr] [err] I could have one of  
     her cats. 
 
Collective Nouns   The football team play/*3s today. 
     The team play/3s the game tonight. 
 
 
Reliability for the identification and counting of verbal –s forms in the coded transcripts 
was determined using two randomly selected samples from each of the four participant groups 
(eight samples; approximately 13% of the language samples). For these samples, the author and 
another doctoral student in the Department of Communication Sciences and Disorders at 
Louisiana State University independently identified and counted the number of overtly- and 
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zero-marked verbal –s forms within the coded samples. Inter-rater agreement between the two 
sets of verbal –s counts (author counts vs. other student counts) were compared to each other.  
Agreement was calculated by dividing the total number of inter-rater agreements by the total 
number of verbal –s contexts. Inter-rater agreement for overtly-marked and zero-marked forms 
of regular and irregular verbal –s contexts was 100%. The reason this reliability was so high was 
because within the original samples, overtly-marked forms were indicated by the codes /3s or 
[3irr] and zero-marked forms were indicated with the code /*3s or [3irr] [err].   In other words, 
for this stage of analysis, reliability reflected the identification and counting of verbal –s codes 
found within the samples. 
Inter-rater agreement of verbal –s marking in +/- habitual and +/- historical present 
contexts was also calculated. The inter-rater reliability for the identification of habitual contexts 
was 93%, and for the identification of historical present contexts, it was 100%. For both of these 
latter checks of reliability, the high rates of agreement were related to the extremely limited 




CHAPTER THREE: RESULTS 
Analyses were organized in the following way. First, the children’s rates of regular and 
irregular verbal –s marking were compared as a function of their group membership. After these 
group comparisons were completed, each group’s rates of verbal –s marking was examined as a 
function of verb regularity, negation, habituation, historical present, and type of subject. These 
analyses were handled after the others because they required the children’s regular and irregular 
verbal –s forms to either be contrasted to each other or combined.  In the final section, I report on 
the children’s use of 111 nonmainstream uses of verbal –s. These data are described at the end 
because each speaker group produced less than 35 of these nonmainstream structures within the 
samples and the literature review did not lead to a research question about these structures.  
As will be shown, some types of verbal –s contexts and some types of verbal –s marking 
were infrequent. Also, not all children produced a verbal –s context for all of the studied 
variables. Given this, much of the analyses are descriptive in nature.  Nevertheless, whenever 
possible, nonparametric statistics were conducted to evaluate the statistical significance of the 
observations. Specifically, the Mann-Whitney Test was employed when between-group 
differences were examined, and the Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test was employed when within-
group differences were examined. Also, it is important to note that many of the tables presented 
in this chapter are summative in nature. Data that were used to create these summative tables are 
located in Appendices E through K. This decision was made to improve the readability of the 
chapter.   
Rate of Regular Verbal –S  
The utterance, It cleans your windows, is an example of an utterance involving an 
overtly-marked regular verbal –s form.   Recall that it is obligatory for MAE speakers to mark 
present tense main verbs with a verbal –s marker when they are preceded by a third person 
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singular subject to signify agreement in number and tense.  However, the –s can be variably 
omitted in dialects such as AAE and SWE. The utterance, My momma want her to practice 
driving, is an example of an utterance involving a zero-marked regular verbal –s.   
As can be seen in Table 7, frequency data suggest that the AAE-speaking children with 
and without SLI produced fewer regular verbal –s contexts than their SWE-speaking peers. 
However, the language samples from the SWE-speaking children were longer than the samples 
from the AAE-speaking children.  To control for sample size, the children’s number of verbal –s 
contexts was divided by their number of analyzed utterances. When this was done, the rates at 
which the groups produced verbal –s contexts were visually similar.  
Table 7.  Regular verbal –s contexts within the language samples 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of verbal –s contexts 
 
Number of analyzed utterances in samples 
 



























Differences between the groups, however, were found when the children’s rates of overt 
marking within the regular verbal –s contexts were examined. These group differences were 
evident when rate of overt marking was calculated as the proportion of verbs overtly-marked for 
each group and when it was calculated as the average percent of overt marking for each group. 
To determine the proportion of verbs that were overtly-marked, each group’s total number of 
overtly-marked regular verbal –s forms was divided by the group’s number of regular verbal –s 
contexts.  To determine each group’s average percent of overt marking, each child’s number of 
overtly-marked regular verbal –s forms was divided the child’s total number of regular verbal –s 
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contexts, and then these percentages were combined for a group average. Table 8 lists the 
children’s group proportional and percentage data (see also Appendices E and F).  
Table 8.  Regular verbal –s marking 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Proportion of overt marking 
 
27% 16% 92% 76% 












Means reported first with standard deviations in parentheses. 
As can be seen, both calculations show the AAE-speaking children’s rates of overtly-
marked regular verbal –s contexts to be lower than the rates of the SWE-speaking children. 
These differences were confirmed by two Mann-Whitney Tests. Specifically, the difference 
between the two typically developing dialect groups (AAE vs. SWE) was statistically significant, 
Z = -4.62, p < .001, and the difference between the two SLI dialect groups (AAE vs. SWE) was 
statistically significant, Z = -3.62, p < .001.  These findings indicate that for all children, those 
who spoke AAE overtly-marked verbal –s forms at lower rates than their SWE-speaking peers.  
Rates of overt marking by the children with SLI were also visually lower than those of 
their same dialect-speaking typically developing peers, although the SLI vs. TD group difference 
was far greater for the SWE-speaking children (22%) than for AAE-speaking children (5%). 
Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that for the AAE-speaking children, the difference 
between the children with and without SLI was not statistically significant.  For the SWE 
speaking groups, however, the difference between the children with and without SLI was 
statistically significant, Z = -2.84, p < .05. These findings indicate that the SLI status of the 
children was a significant influence on their rates of overt marking for one dialect group (SWE) 
but not the other (AAE).   
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To further explore these findings, Table 9 distributes the children as a function of their 
rates of verbal –s overt marking. As can be seen, none of the AAE-speaking children produced 
rates of overt marking that were greater than 60%. Moreover, half of the AAE-speaking children 
in the TD group and most of the AAE-speaking children in the SLI group overtly-marked verbal 
–s forms less than 20% of the time. These data attest to the validity of the statistics that were run 
on the AAE group data. Individual data for the SWE children also supported the AAE vs. SWE 
dialect analysis that was completed on their group data. This is because only one SWE-speaking 
child overtly marked verbal –s less than 60% of the time. In other words, all but one of the 
children in the SWE-speaking groups marked regular verbal –s at a rate that was higher than the 
children in the AAE-speaking group. For the analysis between the SWE-speaking children with 
and without SLI, 17 (89%) of the 19 TD children marked verbal –s at a rate that was higher than 
six (55%) of the 11 children with SLI. This finding is only somewhat consistent with the 
statistical analysis of the SLI vs. TD children’s group data because it also shows that 8 (73%) of 
the SWE-speaking children with SLI overtly-marked regular verbal –s forms at a rate that was 
undistinguishable from their typically developing, same dialect-speaking peers.  
The final analysis of the children’s regular verbal –s productions involved the number of 
different types of regular verbs that were produced with this structure. This was done to gain a 
better sense of each group’s productivity with the verbal –s structure. For each group, a small 
number of different verb types would indicate limited productivity (and perhaps rote 
memorization of the verbs with the –s affix), whereas many different verb types would indicate a 
productive verbal –s system.  
The children’s number of different verb types produced with either an overtly-marked or 
zero-marked verbal –s structure are presented in Table 10 (see also Appendix G for a list of the 
verbs for each speaker group). As can be seen, both groups of AAE-speaking children produced 
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more zero-marked regular verb types than overtly-marked regular verb types. Nevertheless, the 
AAE-speaking TD group produced 21 different regular verbs with overt verbal –s marking, and 
14 (28%) of their verbs were produced both ways (with overt marking and with zero marking). 
Similar to the typically developing AAE-speaking children, the AAE-speaking children with SLI 
produced 16 different verbs with overt marking, and eight (16%) of their verbs were produced 
both ways (with overt marking and with zero marking).  These numbers of different verb types 
and the production of verbs with both overt and zero marking suggest that the AAE-speaking 
children’s rates of overtly-marked verbal –s forms, albeit very low, were not limited to rote 
productions of a small number of verbs.  
Table 9. Number of children by rate of overt marking for regular verbal –s  
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
0-20% 
21% - 40% 
41% - 60% 
61%-80% 
81%-100% 





















Both groups of SWE-speaking children also showed a productive regular verbal –s 
system, because both produced a high number of different verb types with overt marking (80 and 
41). Nevertheless, like their AAE-speaking peers, a set of verbs (13 for the TD group and 14 for 
the SLI group) were produced by the children in both ways (with overt marking and with zero 
marking). As shown above, it is also interesting to note that four of the five verbs most 
frequently produced with a verbal –s marker were the same for the typically developing AAE 
and SWE speaker groups. These verbs were: go, get, live, and look. Similar to the typically 
developing children, the verb go was produced with the most frequency by the children with SLI. 
Similarities across these verb lists may reflect the high frequency of these verbs in children’s 
conversational play samples. 
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Table 10. Number and type of verbs produced in regular verbal –s contexts 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of verb types overtly-marked 
 
Number of verb types zero-marked 
 
Number of verb types produced both 
ways 
 



















































Rate of Irregular Verbal –S  
 
Recall that across dialects of English, there are only three verbs that take irregular –s 
marking. These verbs are have, say, and do.  In MAE, these forms are overtly-marked for verbal 
–s as has, says, and does, but an AAE or SWE speaker may produce a zero-marked form instead 
(He have to go to school today; She say go to school; He do his homework; He don’t need no 
tire).  Table 11 presents the frequency at which the four groups produced irregular verbal –s 
contexts within their samples. Again, to control for sample size, the children’s number of 
irregular verbal –s contexts was divided by their number of analyzed utterances. When this was 
done, the rates at which the four groups produced irregular verbal –s contexts within their 
samples were visually similar.  
Table 11. Irregular verbal –s contexts within the language samples 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Total irregular verbal –s contexts per group 
 
Number of analyzed utterances in samples 
 


























As was found for the regular verbal –s forms, however, differences between the four 
speaker groups were evident when the children’s rates of overtly-marked irregular verbal –s 
forms were examined. Table 12 presents the children’s rates of overt marking as both the 
proportion of verbs overtly-marked for each group and as the average percentage of overtly-
marked forms for each of the groups (see also Appendix H). As was similar to what was found 
for regular verbal –s, both groups of AAE-speaking children overtly-marked irregular verbal –s 
at lower rates than did their SWE-speaking peers. Mann-Whitney Tests confirmed that the 
difference between the two typically developing groups (AAE vs. SWE) and between the two 
SLI groups (AAE vs. SWE) was statistically significant, TD: Z = -3.97, p < .001; SLI: Z = -2.22, 
p < .05.   
Table 12.  Irregular verbal –s marking 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Proportion of overt marking 
 
22% 10% 86% 50% 












Means reported first with standard deviations in parentheses. 
For irregular verbal –s, both groups of children with SLI also presented rates of overt 
marking that were visually lower than their typically developing, same dialect-speaking peers. 
Nevertheless, the statistical analyses of these differences revealed that only the difference 
between the SWE-speaking children with and without SLI was significant; Z = -3.34, p =.001.  
These results parallel the findings for the children’s overt marking of regular verbal –s forms.   
To further explore these group findings, the distribution of the children’s rates of overt 
marking for each group again was examined. Table 13 presents these data. As can be seen, both 
groups of AAE-speaking children produced rates of overt marking for irregular verbal –s that 
were again 60% or less. These low rates and the overlap between the AAE-speaking children 
42 
 
with and without SLI are consistent with the analyses of the group data. For the children in the 
SWE-speaking groups, however, their rates of marking were more variable. Nevertheless, 11 
(58%) of the 19 typically developing SWE-speaking children presented a rate of marking that 
was higher than all but one of the children in the SWE SLI group. This finding is somewhat 
consistent with the analysis of the group data, although it again shows some overlap between the 
SWE-speaking children with and without SLI. In this case, 42% of the typically developing 
SWE-speaking children presented a rate of irregular verbal –s marking that was indistinguishable 
from the rates of 50% of the children with SLI. 
Table 13.  Number of children by rate of overt marking for irregular verbal –s 
 AAE SWE 



























Finally, the children’s rates of overt marking were examined as a function of the type of 
irregular verb (have vs. say vs. do). Table 14 shows these data (see also Appendices I and J). As 
can be seen, the children’s rates of overt marking varied across the three irregular forms, but 
there was not a consistent order or direction of influence. Also, the children’s proportional data 
did not always mirror their group average data. These particular findings appear tied to the 
limited number of tokens for each of these irregular forms within the samples. Indeed as shown 
in the appendices, some of these verbs were produced only 10 to 12 times by some of the groups.  
Given this, the only conclusion that can be drawn from these data is that the language samples 
did not have a sufficient number of irregular verb forms to adequately examine the influence of 




Table 14.  Marking of have, say, and do by group 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Proportion of overtly-marked have 
 
Proportion of overtly-marked say 
 





















































































Regularity of Verb 
To examine the effect of verb regularity on children’s rates of verbal –s marking, the 
children’s rates of regular verbal –s marking were compared to their rates of irregular verbal –s 
marking. These analyses made use of the children’s percentage data and a series of Wilcoxon 
Signed Ranks Tests, one for each speaker group. Data for these analyses are re-presented in 
Table 15 for readability purposes. As can be seen, for three of the four speaker groups, rates of 
overt marking were visually higher for the regular verbal –s forms than for the irregular verbal –s 
forms. Nevertheless, when statistically analyses were completed, the difference between the 
regular and irregular verbs was statistically significant for only the children in the SWE-speaking 
groups; TD: Z = -2.44, p < .05; SLI: Z = 2.22, p < .05. For the AAE-speaking groups, verb 
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regularity did not lead to statistically significant differences in the children’s rates of overtly-
marked verbal –s forms.  
Effect of Negation on Children’s Marking of Verbal –S 
To examine the effect of negation on the children’s overt marking of verbal –s forms, the 
children’s productions of do and does were compared to their productions of don’t, and doesn’t. 
This analysis did not include has and hasn’t because there was only one production of hasn’t by 
a typically developing SWE speaker. Also, given that limited number of tokens that were 
available for this analysis, results were examined through visual means using the children’s 
proportional data.  
As shown in Table 16, utterances with negation led to a lower proportion of overtly-
marked verbal –s forms than utterances without negation for three of the four groups. These 
included both groups of typically developing children and the SWE-speaking children with SLI. 
Negation did not appear to influence the verbal –s marking of the AAE-speaking children with 
SLI. This is because for both types of utterances, their proportion of overtly-marked verbs was 0. 
In other words, analysis of their data was confounded by a floor effect. 
Verbal –S in Alternative Contexts 
Verbal –S as a Habitual Marker 
To examine the effect of habituation on the children’s rate of overtly-marked verbal –s 
forms, all verbal –s contexts were coded for +/- habitual meaning.  For this analysis, all 
utterances with a temporal adverb were coded as +habituation. As noted in the literature review, 
temporal adverbs can (but are not required to) accompany verbal –s markers when they are used 
to express habitual action. Examples of utterances with temporal adverbs were: Sometimes he 
hugs me and Lots of times he don’t let me play with his toys. Other temporal adverbs documented 
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in the samples included: usually, every time, sometimes, all the time, anytime, lots of times, every 
day, mostly, never, and no more.  
Table 15. Rates of overt marking by verb regularity for each group
a 
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
























Means reported first with standard deviations in parentheses. 
Table 16. Rates of overt marking by negation 
 AAE TD AAE SLI SWE TD SWE SLI 
Tokens of does 2 0 50 19 
Tokens of do 13 8 0 9 
Proportion of overt marking 13% 0% 100% 68% 
Tokens of doesn’t 1 0 31 6 
Tokens of don’t 22 31 22 15 
Proportion of overt marking 4% 0% 58% 29% 
 
When a temporal adverb was not included within an utterance, the following criteria for 
+habituation were employed: 1) the utterance expressed a recurring action or event; 2) the 
addition of the temporal adverbs always or sometimes into the utterance did not alter the meaning 
of the utterance; and 3) the utterance expressed a state of being (e.g., She has blonde hair.).  
Examples of utterances that did not include a temporal adverb but were classified as indicating a 
habitual meaning because they met these additional criteria included: My brother curses when he 
is not supposed to and My momma wash her car by that little store. Additional examples of the 
children’s utterances with and without habitual meaning are listed in Appendix K. 
As can be seen in Table 17, all four speaker groups produced more verbal –s contexts 
with habitual meaning than with a non-habitual meaning. Moreover, of those expressing a 
habitual meaning, the majority did not include a temporal adverb.   
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Table 17. Utterances with and without habituation  
 AAE SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of utterances with  habitual meaning 
 
With temporal adverb 
 

































To examine the effect of habituation on the children’s rates of overtly-marked verbal –s 
forms, both proportional data and group percentage data were calculated. These data are 
presented in Table 18. Surprisingly, these results indicate that for all four groups, rates of overt 
marking were higher in utterances with a non-habitual meaning than in utterances with a habitual 
meaning. To examine the statistical significance of these differences, four Wilcoxon Signed 
Ranks Tests were applied to the children’s percentage data. When this was done, the difference 
between the children’s rates of overt marking for the habitual and non-habitual contexts was 
significant for one of the groups.  This group was the SWE-speaking children with SLI; Z =  
-2.80, p < .05. 
Verbal –S as a Historical Present Marker 
 Examination of the children’s verbal –s marking to express the historical present proved 
to be extremely challenging. Recall that the historical present should reflect the telling of a past 
event in the present tense as part of a narrative. Given this, the initial goal was to code all the 
children’s verbal –s contexts as +/- narrative and then, of those that were narratives, +/- historical 
present.  Narratives about the past are ideally suited for this type of analysis because the past 
nature of the event is unambiguous. Unfortunately, the current samples were not designed to 
include a substantial number of narratives about past events. As a result, many of the children 
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produced verbal –s contexts in non-narrative contexts and/or within narratives that were 
primitive in nature. The primitive narratives reflected what Applebee (1978) and others refer to 
as a descriptive sequence (e.g., They’re giving away a Ford GT Mustang. Red hot Ford GT 
Mustang.  My dad say he wants that.) or an unfocused chain (e.g., When I do it a second time 
and I go to sleep it gets my mind really scared. And I gets really scared.).  For both of these types 
of early narratives, the tense of the story is not well-established by the child. 
Table 18.  Rates of overt marking of verbal –s forms by habituation  
 AAE SWE 

















































Given this, an alternative (albeit less comprehensive) approach was taken to examine this 
issue. Specifically, all verbal –s contexts that involved the word say or says were examined. This 
verb was chosen because in the adult literature, this verb is often used to express the historical 
present (e.g., So I says…). Following this analysis, all of the children’s verbal –s contexts were 
coded as +/- past (to reflect the child’s use of verbal –s in a past tense context, which would 
indicate an historical present) regardless of whether it was produced in a narrative. As it turned 
out, all of the other verbs which were produced with historical present were regular in nature. 
Given this, rates of overt marking for these verbs in +/- historical present contexts were based on 
the children’s total number of regular verbal –s contexts rather than their total number of regular 
and irregular verbal –s contexts.    
48 
 
As shown in Table 19, the children produced 44 tokens of the verb say or says in verbal –
s contexts, with each group producing 10 to 12 of these. Of these, 21 were produced with a 
historical present meaning, and of these 21 verbs, five were overtly-marked and 16 zero-marked 
(e.g., He says bring him to school; My dad say he wants that). Table 19 also shows that these low 
numbers of say tokens led to inconsistent findings across the groups. That is, the AAE-speaking 
TD group showed produced lower rates with historical present than without; the SWE-speaking 
TD group produced higher rates with historical present than without; the AAE-speaking group 
with SLI produced a 0% rate of marking regardless of historical present; and the SWE-speaking 
group with SLI produced 0 say tokens with the variable of interest (so their data could not be 
analyzed). Given these mixed findings across groups and the very low numbers of verb tokens 
that contributed to the analysis, the data were deemed insufficient to rigorously evaluate the 
effect of historical present on the children’s marking of this verb.    
Table 19.  Rates of overt marking for say with and without historical present  
 AAE  SWE 
TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of say contexts 
 
Number of say contexts indicating 














Rate of marking with historical 
present 
 























In addition to the verb say, the children produced 24 other regular verb tokens in 
utterances with an historical present meaning. These 24 tokens included the verbs: keep (1) come 
(14), go (1), push (1), get (2), stick (1), hide (1), broke (1), hit  (1), and cry (1), and examples of 
some of the utterances with these verbs were: It keep on jumping back; He pushes it by hisself 
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and I tried to help him; When I do it a second time and I go to sleep it gets me really scared; This 
arm I brokes; Then they opened and the tools comes out. Table 20 presents information about 
these 24 verb tokens. As can be seen, all but one of these contexts was produced by the SWE-
speaking groups. As can also be seen, for both SWE-speaking groups, their rates of overt 
marking were higher in utterances that expressed an historical present meaning than in utterances 
that did not express this meaning. For the AAE-speaking groups, there were not enough data to 
evaluate the effect of an historical present meaning on the children’s rates of marking. 
Table 20. Rates of overt marking for all regular verbs with and without historical present 
 AAE SWE  
TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of regular verbs produced 
in verbal –s contexts 
 
Number of other verbs indicating 
historical present 
 
Rate of marking with historical 
present 
 














































Verbal – S with Collective Nouns 
 To evaluate the effect of the type of subject on the children’s overtly-marked verbal –s 
forms, all nouns that served as the subject of a verbal –s form were classified as +/- collective. 
To determine if the subject of the verbal –s form was a collective, a list of 53 common collective 
nouns was utilized (yourdictionary.com, 2009). These 53 collective nouns are listed in Appendix 
L.  Results of this analysis indicate that only one of the verbal –s contexts had a collective noun 
as its subject. This utterance was produced by a typically developing AAE-speaking child, and it 
was There the class go. Although this utterance was included in the previous counts of verbal –s 
contexts, this interpretation might be questionable. This is because go can also be produced as 
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the go copula within AAE. The MAE equivalent form of the go copula is There the class is.  A 
manual search of the child’s written transcript around this utterance did not provide a clear gloss 
for this utterance.   
As a double check of the data, all of the children’s samples were searched for the 53 
collective nouns. When this was done, 115 additional tokens of collective nouns were identified 
in the samples (92 in the typically developing samples: AAE = 34 tokens; SWE = 58 tokens; and 
23 in the SLI samples: AAE = 18 tokens; SWE = 5 tokens). The nouns school (52 tokens) and 
class (32 tokens) were produced with the most frequency, but other collective nouns found in the 
samples included: bunch, choir, company, family, pack, party, and team.  Unfortunately, all 115 
of these children’s collective nouns did not serve as the subject of a verbal –s contexts. Instead, 
they served as objects of prepositional phrases (e.g., I want to go back to my class now), direct 
objects (e.g., I have a bunch), or subjects requiring other types of verbal structures (e.g., My 
whole class, except me, were bad).  Together, these findings indicate that the children’s use of 
verbal –s forms with collective nouns was extremely rare (n = 1 out of 1,253 verbal –s forms 
found in the samples). Given this, there was not sufficient data in the children’s language 
samples to evaluate the effect of collective nouns on the children’s rates of overtly-marked 
verbal –s forms.  
Nonmainstream Contexts of Verbal –S 
The above set of analyses did not include the children’s productions of nonmainstream 
verbal –s markers. However, after visually inspecting the data, 111 tokens of nonmainstream 
verbal –s markers were identified in the data. As shown in Table 21, these nonmainstream verbal 
–s markers could be categorized into six different types: 1) got for has; 2) verbal –s marking with 
first, second, or plural subjects; 3) double marking of tense; 4) reduced infinitives; 5) over-
regularization; and 6) question inversion without do.  Following this table, examples of each of 
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these nonmainstream uses is further described. This is done because these nonmainstream uses of 
verbal –s have not been detailed in the extant literature.   
Table 21. Frequency counts of nonmainstream verbal –s contexts  
 AAE SWE 
 TD SLI TD SLI 
Got for has 
Got for has 
Gots for has 

















First/second/plural subject 2 0 9 3 
Double marking of tense 3 1 0 2 
Reduced infinitives 4 3 1 0 
Over-regularization 0 1 1 1 
Question inversion without do 0 7 3 6 
 










As can be seen in the table, there is a great deal of similarity among the four speaker 
groups in both their number and type of nonmainstream verbal –s productions. Indeed, all six 
nonmainstream types of verbal –s forms were produced by at least one child who spoke AAE, 
one child who spoke SWE, one child with SLI, and one child without SLI.  Got for has and its 
variations gots for has and has got for has were produced with the most frequency by every 
speaker group.  Examples of these utterances were: My momma got a toy like this; He gots a 
little hat too; and He has got measles. For all of the other types of nonmainstream uses, one or 
more tokens of each were produced by three of the four speaker groups. Specifically, all groups 
except the AAE-speaking children with SLI produced a verbal –s form with a first or plural 
subject (e.g., And I gets really scared; We wants to roll under); all speaker groups except the 
typically developing SWE-speaking children produced a verbal –s form with another marker of 
tense (i.e., double marking as in Maybe the momma can fits; Who had to picks it up); all speaker 
groups except the SWE-speaking children with SLI produced a reduced infinitive instead of the 
full verbal –s form (e.g., Now she gotta go to a hospital too; He just wanna eat it); and all groups 
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except the typically developing AAE-speaking children produced both an over-regularization 
(and all of these involved the main verb do as in That's what he usually dos) and an utterance 
involving question inversion with omitted do support (e.g., What this goes to).   
To this author’s knowledge, many of these nonmainstream verbal –s forms have not been 
formally discussed as a feature of AAE or SWE, but as a native speaker and resident of 
Louisiana, they are not unfamiliar. Perhaps some of these productions (e.g., got for has, reduced 
infinitives such as gonna, wanna, hafta) have not been discussed in the literature because they 
are produced in other dialects of English (e.g., see child infinitive data from Brown, 1974). For 
some of the others, perhaps they have not been specifically addressed in the AAE and SWE 
literature because they fall under broader categories of nonmainstream patterns. Indeed, although 
double marking of verbal –s and over-regularizations of verbal –s were not specifically identified 
in the adult AAE and SWE literature, double marking and over-regularizations of tense in 
general (e.g., double marking of models such as might could and double marking of be such as 
I’m is; over-regularization of past tense as in he falled)  have been discussed in the literature and 
documented in child data (Craig & Washington, 2006; Green, 1994; 2004; Oetting & Newkirk, 
in preparation).  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSSION 
In this study, children’s verbal –s marking was examined as a function of their 
nonmainstream dialect group (AAE vs. SWE) and their clinical status (SLI vs. TD). In addition, 
children’s marking of verbal –s was examined as a function of the verb’s regularity (regular vs. 
irregular), negation of the utterance (+/- negation), meaning of the verb phrase (+/- habituation 
and +/- historical present), and type of subject (collective vs. non-collective).  Six research 
questions guided the work. In this chapter, the results of the analyses are discussed in terms of 
these six questions. For each of these questions, the current set of findings is also compared to 
those of previous studies that were reviewed in the first chapter.  Following a discussion of these 
findings, two additional results that were uncovered through the analyses are discussed. These 
results included the number of different verb types that the children produced with verbal –s 
marking and the number and type of different nonmainstream verbal –s forms that the children 
produced. The literature reviewed in the first chapter did not lead to research questions about 
these topics, but the analyses showed these topics to be important to the study of these children’s 
verbal –s systems. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limitations of the study, 
directions for future studies, and the clinical implications of the work.  
Findings of the Study as Related to the Research Questions 
The first question was Do AAE- and SWE-speaking children differ in their rate of regular 
and irregular verbal –s marking?  Results showed that for both the regular and irregular verbs, 
there was a dialect difference between the children’s rates of verbal –s marking. This finding was 
visually supported by the proportional data and group percentage data from both the typically 
developing and SLI speaking groups. These dialect differences also were confirmed statistically. 
In all cases, rates of overtly-marked verbal –s were lower for the children who spoke AAE than 
for the children who spoke SWE.   
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These findings support the literature because previous work describes zero marking of 
verbal –s as more characteristic of AAE than SWE (Fasold, 1972; Green, 2002; Labov, 1969; 
Labov & Harris, 1986; Washington & Craig, 1994; Wolfram; 1969; Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 
1998).  That the AAE-speaking children with and without SLI both showed lower rates of overt 
marking than the SWE-speaking children with and without SLI attests to the strength of the 
sociolinguistic differences between these two dialect groups.  
The second question was Within AAE and SWE, does the rate of verbal –s marking differ 
as a function of a child’s clinical status (SLI vs. typically developing)? Results showed that 
within both dialects, children with SLI overtly-marked verbal –s forms at lower rates than their 
same dialect-speaking typically developing peers. This finding was visually supported by the 
group proportional and percentage data.  However, it was confirmed statistically for only the 
SWE-speaking children. Interestingly, however, even for the SWE-speaking children, the 
statistical differences between the groups were only somewhat consistent with the children’s 
individual data. This is because for the regular verbal –s forms, 73% of the SWE-speaking 
children with SLI presented a rate of verbal –s marking that was indistinguishable from the rates 
of their typically developing, same dialect-speaking peers. Also, for the irregular verbal –s 
forms, 50% of the SWE-speaking children with SLI presented a rate of irregular verbal –s 
marking that was indistinguishable from the rates of 42% of their typically developing, same 
dialect-speaking peers. In other words, in spite of statistical differences at the group level, the 
individual data showed overlap between the SLI and typically developing children’s rates of 
regular and irregular verbal –s marking. 
Previous literature in MAE has repeatedly shown that children with SLI demonstrate 
difficulty with verbal –s marking relative to their typically developing peers (Leonard, Camarata, 
Brown, & Camarata, 2004; Leonard, Camarata, Pawlowska, Brown, & Camarata, 2006; Rice & 
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Wexler, 1996; Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995), but this finding has not been consistently reported 
in AAE and SWE. In fact, of the three studies conducted on children who speak these dialects, 
only one showed an SLI deficit with this structure, and this deficit was limited to the frequency 
(and not rate) at which the children zero marked verbal –s contexts (Oetting & Garrity, 2006; 
Oetting & McDonald, 2001; Seymour et al., 1998). Importantly, though, when an SLI difficulty 
has been identified in MAE, AAE, and SWE, it has been documented by statistical analyses of 
group data.  Given this, if the group statistical data is considered here, one can conclude that the 
current set of analyses shows children with SLI who speak SWE, but not AAE, to present 
difficulty with verbal –s marking. Analysis of the children’s individual data, however, indicates 
that this conclusion should probably be altered to emphasize that it is only some SWE-speaking 
children with SLI who show this difficulty.  
The third question was Does rate of marking vary by the regularity of the verb form 
(regular or irregular)?  Results showed that the regularity of the verb affected the verbal –s 
marking of the SWE-speaking children with and without SLI, and the direction of the effect 
reflected higher rates of overt marking for the regular verbs as compared to the irregular verbs. 
For the AAE-speaking children with and without SLI, their rates of overtly-marked verbal –s 
marking were low regardless of the regularity of the verb. Analyses also examined the children’s 
rates of marking for each of the three irregular verbs (have, say, do). When this was done, 
differences in the children’s rates of marking for these three verb types were observed. 
Unfortunately, the nature and direction of the verb type influence was inconsistent across the 
four speaker groups and across the two rate-based measures (i.e., group proportion of verbs 
overtly-marked and average percentage of overt marking). 
Previous literature did not specifically note verb regularity as an important variable in 
AAE and SWE speakers’ rates of verbal –s marking. Nevertheless, the effect of verb regularity 
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on children’s rates of marking was posed as a research question because previous studies with 
adults have shown low levels of overt marking for some irregular verbs (have and do), but also 
higher rates of overt marking for these irregular verbs than for regular verbal –s contexts in 
general (Fasold, 1972; Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 1998). In the Fasold study, for example, adult 
rates of overt marking for have was documented as 47%, which is low, but this rate was still 
higher than their 35% rate of overt marking for regular verbal –s contexts.
1
  
When the current set of findings is considered in light of this previous adult literature, 
mixed findings across studies are apparent. This is because the AAE-speaking children’s rates of 
marking did not vary by verb regularity and the SWE-speaking children showed the opposite of 
what has been reported in the adult literature (i.e., higher rates of verbal –s marking for regular 
verbs than irregular verbs). However, recall that rates of overt marking of have, say, and do were 
also highly variable across the four speaker groups and the two rate-based measures. Also, the 
frequency of the irregular verb contexts was as low as 10-12 tokens for some of the speaker 
groups. Given this, additional studies with more tokens of irregular verbal –s contexts may be 
needed before the effect of verb regularity on AAE- and SWE-speaking children’s rates of verbal 
–s marking is fully understood. Nevertheless, at a minimum, the current study calls into question 
the validity of the previous adult literature for children.  
The fourth question was Does rate of marking vary by the presence of negation (+/- 
negation)? This question was examined by comparing the children’s productions of do and does 
to don’t and doesn’t. Results showed that three of the four groups (i.e., typically developing 
AAE- and SWE-speaking children and the SWE-speaking children with SLI) produced lower 
rates of overt marking when utterances expressed negation than when they did not. For the AAE-
speaking children with SLI, negation did not influence their rates of overtly-marked verbal –s 
forms because all of their productions of do were zero-marked. 
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For the three groups that showed negation to affect their rates of marking, the direction of 
the influence was consistent with the previous adult literature. This is because the adult literature 
has also described utterances with negation as leading to lower rates of overt marking for verbal 
–s than utterances without negation (Fasold, 1972; Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 1998).   
The fifth question was Does rate of marking vary by the meaning and/or tense of the verb 
(habituation vs. non-habituation and historical present vs. non-historical present)? Consider first 
the results for habituation. Results showed that no group produced a higher rate of overt marking 
for verbal –s in the habitual contexts than in the non-habitual contexts. Instead, all four groups 
produced higher rates of overt marking in the non-habitual contexts than in the habitual contexts, 
and this difference was confirmed statistically for the SWE-speaking children in the SLI group.    
These findings run counter to what has been reported previously for adults. This is 
because previous studies with adults indicate that speakers of AAE and SWE often produce 
verbal –s forms to express a habitual action within an utterance (Green, 2002; Labov & Harris, 
1986).  In fact, for AAE speakers, overt marking of verbal –s is often described as always 
indicating a habitual activity. The current results were not consistent with this claim. Instead, the 
data showed that both AAE- and SWE-speaking children produce verbal –s contexts in 
utterances that express a habitual meaning, but their use of this structure for this purpose is not 
always accompanied by an overtly-marked verbal –s form. Moreover, all four group’s rates of 
overtly-marked verbal –s forms were higher when utterances did not express a habitual meaning 
than when they did.  
For historical present, the data were analyzed in two ways. First the children’s use of the 
verb say was examined, and then their use of regular verbs in verbal –s contexts was considered.  
For the verb say, there were not enough data to evaluate the effect of historical present on the 
children’s rates of marking. Indeed, the children produced a total of only 21 say tokens in 
58 
 
historical present contexts. For regular verbs, however, both groups of SWE-speaking children 
produced higher rates of verbal –s marking in utterances with a historical present meaning than 
in utterances without this meaning, and this finding is consistent with the adult literature (Green, 
2002; Myhill & Harris, 1986; Wolfram & Shilling-Estes, 1998). This same claim could not be 
tested for the AAE-speaking children because only one utterance with a historical present 
meaning was identified in their samples. Given this, additional studies are needed to further 
evaluate the effect of historical present on AAE-speaking children’s rates of verbal –s marking. 
The sixth question was Does rate of marking vary by the type of noun phrase (collectives 
vs. non-collectives)? For this question, there were not enough utterances with a collective noun 
preceding a verbal –s context to generate an answer for any of the groups. Previous studies have 
suggested that AAE and SWE speakers produce verbal –s forms when the subject of the verb is a 
collective noun. From the current study, the only conclusion that can be drawn is that collective 
noun subjects, if they influence children’s rates of verbal –s marking, must be studied using a 
different type of data. This is because children’s use of collective noun subjects was found to be 
extremely rare (n = 1) in these conversational play samples. 
As was just detailed, some of the findings from the current study were fully consistent 
with previous studies, but others were only somewhat consistent or ran counter to the literature, 
and others were inconclusive. Table 22 was created in an attempt to summarize these findings. In 
the first column, the variables studied are listed, and in the second column, the major findings are 
summarized. Also, for readability purposes, all findings that were consistent with the literature 
are italicized and bolded.  
As shown in the first section of the table, only one set of findings were fully consistent 
with the literature. These findings involved the dialect differences (AAE vs. SWE) that were 
found between the children’s rates of regular and irregular verbal –s marking. For both the 
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children with and without SLI, rates of marking were lower for the AAE speakers than the SWE 
speakers. This set of results is exactly what has been documented in the adult literature. 




Findings fully consistent across studies 
 
Dialect 
Regular verbal –s 
Irregular verbal –s  
 
AAE < SWE 
AAE < SWE 
 
Findings somewhat consistent across studies 
 
Clinical status 
Regular verbal –s 
 
 
Irregular verbal –s 
 
AAE: SLI = TD 
SWE: SLI < TD 
 
AAE: SLI = TD 
SWE: SLI < TD 
 
Negation AAE TD: +negation < -negation 
AAE SLI: +negation = -negation 
SWE: +negation < -negation 
 
Verb regularity AAE: irregular = regular 
SWE: irregular < regular 





not enough data 
 
AAE: not enough data 
SWE: +historical present > -historical present 
 
Findings inconsistent across studies 
 
Habituation AAE: +habituation < - habituation 




Type of noun not enough data 
a
 Findings consistent with the literature are italicized and bolded.  
As shown in the second section of the table, a number of the findings were only 
somewhat consistent with the literature. These findings related to the effect of the children’s 
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clinical status, and the linguistic variables of negation, verb regularity and historical present on 
the children’s rates of verbal –s marking. For three of these variables (i.e., clinical status, verb 
regularity, historical present), only data from the SWE-speaking children were consistent with 
previous studies; and for historical present, it was only the SWE-speaking children’s marking of 
regular verbal –s forms that aligned with the adult literature. For negation, data from all of the 
groups except the AAE-speaking children with SLI aligned with the adult literature.  
Finally and as shown in the last two sections of the table, one finding ran counter to the 
literature and one finding was inconclusive. The former related to the effect of habituation on the 
children’s rates of marking. Results for this variable ran counter to the literature because all four 
child groups presented a pattern of results that were in the opposite direction (+habituation < -
habituation) of what was expected. The inconclusive finding was the effect of the noun phrase 
subject on the children’s rates of marking. For this variable, there were not a sufficient number of 
collective noun subjects to adequately test their influence on the children’s rates of verbal –s 
marking.  
Other Findings Not Related to the Research Questions 
 During the course of the data analysis, additional information about the children’s verbal 
–s systems also was identified. This information related to the number of different types of 
regular verbs overtly-marked for verbal –s by each of the groups and the children’s number and 
type of nonmainstream verbal –s productions. Findings related to these topics warrant discussion 
because they provide new information about child AAE and SWE that has not been documented 
previously. These findings also are interesting because they speak to the nature of the verbal –s 
system within the underlying grammar of child AAE and SWE.  
Recall that previous studies of adult AAE and SWE have not focused on a speaker’s 
number of different types of regular verbs overtly-marked for verbal –s structures nor have they 
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been concerned about a speaker’s different types of nonmainstream verbal –s productions. Yet 
for adult AAE speakers, strong claims have been made about the nature of these speakers’ verbal 
–s systems. For example, Labov and Harris (1986) have argued that low rates of overt marking 
(i.e., high rates of zero marking) by adult AAE speakers indicates a lack of subject-verb 
agreement within the grammar, and Green (2002) has argued that zero marking occurs because 
the plural form of the verb (i.e., walk as in We walk, You walk, and They walk) is the default.  
Both of these hypotheses are relatively strong in that they characterize the verbal –s structure as 
absent in the AAE grammar. In contrast, Fasold’s (1972) hypothesis is weaker and more 
descriptive because his claim is that zero-marking of verbal –s in AAE occurs because marking 
of number and tense is not obligatory. According to this account, the AAE grammar includes a 
verbal –s structure, but optionality within the grammar allows verbs to be overtly-marked and 
zero-marked. 
All three of these hypotheses can be used to explain the AAE-speaking children’s verbal 
–s systems if only the children’s low rates of overt marking are considered. Indeed, both groups 
of AAE-speaking children produced very low rates of overtly-marked verbal –s contexts (i.e., 
range = 10-30%). However, both groups of AAE-speaking children also produced a number of 
different types of verbs with overtly-marked verbal –s structures. Specifically, the typically 
developing AAE-speaking children overtly-marked 21 different verb types and the AAE-
speaking children with SLI produced 16 different verb types. Although these numbers of 
different verb types are not as high as those of their SWE-speaking peers, they are high enough 
to show that their use of this verbal –s forms cannot be explained by rote memorization of a few 
lexical items.  
Also, six different types of nonmainstream verbal –s structures were found in the AAE-
speaking children’s language samples. These included some with zero marking (e.g., got for 
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has), but they also included some with overt marking (e.g., over-regularization, double marking, 
gots, has got for has). These overtly-marked nonmainstream forms further show the AAE-
speaking children to present a verbal –s system that cannot be explained by rote memorization of 
a few lexical items. This same claim can be made for SWE-speaking children because their 
number of different regular verb types was high (TD = 80 and SLI = 41) and they also produced 
overtly-marked nonmainstream verbal –s forms within their samples. It should be noted, 
however, that adult SWE speakers’ rates of overt marking have been consistently shown to be 
higher than those of adult AAE speakers, so questions about the grammatical representation of 
verbal –s within SWE has not been questioned as it has been for AAE.  
Limitations of the Study 
Most of the adult literature on verbal –s production by nonmainstream English speakers 
has not been accompanied by large amounts of data. Instead, the work has been primarily 
descriptive in nature and based on examples of utterances that have been produced by AAE and 
SWE speakers.  Previous studies of children has provided some quantitative data on verbal –s 
marking but this work has either been relatively narrow in scope or it has not always included a 
large number of participants.  In contrast to these previous studies, the current study provides a 
great deal of data from a relatively large group of children (AAE = 26 children and 5,205 total 
utterances analyzed; SWE = 31 children and 7,390 total utterances analyzed). Also, for both 
dialects examined, the current study included data from children with and without SLI. Very few 
studies in the literature include more than one nonmainstream dialect and more than one type of 
child language learner.  
 Nevertheless, there were limitations to the current study. A major limitation of the work 
related to the use of conversational language samples as the only form of data analyzed. 
Conversational samples from the children limited the nature of the language data examined. 
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Moreover, the explicit elicitation of verbal –s forms in its various contexts was not a particular 
focus during the collection of the language samples. Given this, the frequency of some of the 
verb contexts that were of interest in the current study turned out to be low and lower than 
anticipated. One example of this was the children’s productions of historical present contexts. 
Historical present contexts are often described as a feature of narratives, but the conversational 
samples were not designed to elicit narratives from the children. For instance, if the examiner 
and child were playing with cars and a gas station toy set, the examiner prompt often was I bet 
you have been to a gas station before. Tell me about it. This type of prompt did not encourage 
the children to formulate a narrative that included a beginning, middle, and end.  As a result, 
narratives providing multiple opportunities to use verbal –s marking in historical present contexts 
were not in the samples.  
A second major limitation of the current study was that only one morphosyntactic verb 
structure, verbal –s, was examined. The study of only one morphosyntactic structure provides an 
incomplete view of a child’s linguistic system. This is particularly true for theoretical accounts of 
language acquisition that assume a linguistic architectural with multiple morphosyntactic 
structures linked together (Wexler, 1994).  Also, many linguistic theories of childhood SLI can 
only be tested by examining the synchronous and/or asynchronous ways in which children 
produce different types of grammatical structures (Rice, Wexler, & Cleave, 1995). A study that 
focused on only one grammatical structure cannot be used to evaluate these theories.  
Future Directions for Research   
Future studies should include narrative tasks as well as other probes to further examine 
children’s verbal –s systems in comprehension and production.  Focused exploration of the 
linguistic variables targeted within this current study also should be completed in the future 
because in some of the current comparisons, a limited number of verb tokens made it difficult to 
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evaluate these variables.  If this work is done, it seems important to base these studies on the data 
collected here (or on other studies involving children) rather than on previous descriptive studies 
that have been based on adult speakers.  
The study of verbal –s as an indicator of habitual activity within AAE illustrates the 
importance of designing future studies using child data rather than descriptions of adult speakers. 
Recall that Johnson (2005) and Burns and Camarata (2006) designed studies to examine AAE-
speaking children’s comprehension and/or production of verbal –s marking. In the Johnson 
study, the participants were typical developing four- and six-year-olds, and the experiment 
focused on the children’s comprehension. Her results showed that only five of the 30 children 
interpreted the verbal –s structure as a subject-verb agreement marker. For the other 25 children, 
their comprehension scores were at chance levels. Johnson interpreted these findings as showing 
that verbal –s structures do not serve as a subject-verb agreement marker for AAE-speaking 
children, and she speculated that this is because in AAE, this structure serves to denote habitual 
activity within the utterance. This interpretation of the data was based on the adult literature, but 
this interpretation now seems untenable given that the typically developing AAE-speaking 
children studied here overtly-marked utterances without habitual meaning at higher rates than 
utterances with habitual meaning.  
In the Burns and Camarata study, the four participants were three- to four-years-olds with 
SLI, and the experiment focused on comprehension and production. For this study, the authors 
developed their stimuli so that all of the children’s verbal –s productions would express a 
habitual activity, and again this was tied to assumptions about AAE that were based on the adult 
literature. Their results showed that for three of the children, their use of temporal adverbs 
decreased as their rates of overtly-marked verbal –s forms increased. This finding was 
interpreted as related to a child’s use of either a verbal –s form or a temporal adverb to express 
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habituation. In addition, the fourth child with SLI that was included in the study never produced 
a temporal adverb or an overtly-marked verbal –s form. This finding was interpreted by the 
authors as indicating that an inability to overtly express habitual activity within an utterance may 
be a potential marker of SLI in AAE speakers. Based on the current set of findings, however, 
both of these interpretations by Burns and Camarata seem untenable. This is because in the 
current work, the AAE-speaking children’s use of temporal adverbs were infrequent and 
unrelated to the rates at which they overtly-marked verbal –s forms, and there was significant 
overlap in the SLI and typically developing AAE-speaking groups’ rates of overt marking for 
verbal –s forms in both habitual and non-habitual contexts.  
Clinical Implications 
Research has suggested that a diagnostic conundrum exists for clinicians who work with 
nonmainstream English speakers (Seymour, Bland-Stewart, & Green, 1998). A conundrum exists 
because many morphosyntactic features produced by nonmainstream English speakers are the 
same as those that are produced by MAE-speaking children with SLI.  This conundrum has led 
to some speech language clinicians refusing services to nonmainstream English speakers who 
may have SLI, and others to over-diagnose SLI in typically developing nonmainstream English 
speakers.  
To resolve this conundrum, many argue that contrastive dialect structures, such as verbal 
–s, should not be examined as part of language assessment (McGregor et al., 1997; Seymour, et 
al., 1998; Stockman, 1996; Seymour, Roeper, & de Villiers, 2003a; 2003b; 2005). Others, such 
as Oetting and Garrity (2006), Oetting and McDonald (2001), and Pruitt and Oetting (2009), and 
Oetting & Newkirk (2009) argue that contrastive features, such as verbal –s should be examined 
for their clinical utility before they are excluded. In support of this argument, this group of 
authors also has identified at least three contrastive structures (i.e., past tense, auxiliary BE, 
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relativizers) that can be used to differentiate children with and without SLI, with data from three 
different dialects of English (i.e., MAE, AAE, and SWE). 
In light of these mixed recommendations within the field, the current set of findings 
appears to have two important implications. First, the results underscore the difficulty of using 
verbal –s marking to differentiate children with and without SLI in AAE. This finding supports 
those who have argued against measuring children’s use of verbal –s within assessment. For 
SWE, this structure appears to have clinical utility at the group level, but for this dialect as well, 
documented overlap between the children’s rates of marking at the level of the individual (SLI 
vs. typically developing) is also problematic for assessment purposes. Given this, cautionary 
statements about verbal –s as a diagnostic indicator also appear relevant for speakers of SWE. 
For both AAE- and SWE-speaking children, these findings are important because they are data-
driven and evidence-based. Whenever possible, decisions about what should and should not be 
included within an assessment need to be supported by evidence. Dialect-specific studies such as 
this one provide an important mechanism by which to generate this type of evidence.  
Secondly, clinicians should be able to use the findings of the current study to better 
understand the dialects of the children they serve. As mentioned repeatedly within this 
dissertation, much of what is known about AAE and SWE has come from descriptive studies of 
adult speakers. Findings from the current study did not fully support these descriptive accounts. 
Given this, descriptive accounts of AAE and SWE need to be modified to better accommodate 
data from children. These modifications (with examples from children) should better equip 
clinicians to engage in dialogue and debate about dialect diversity in schools and the effect (or 
lack of effect) of nonmainstream dialects on children’s academic achievement and future 
employment options. These types of conversations need to occur within schools and 
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communities, and they also need to involve a wide range of stake holders (e.g., families, school 
personnel, community leaders, etc).   
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APPENDIX A: LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
AAE = African American English. 
ASHA = American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. 
C & I = Complete and intelligible utterances. 
CMMS = Columbia Mental Maturity Scale (Burgmeister, Blum, & Lorge, 1972), a standardized 
measure of nonverbal cognitive ability.  
EOI = Extended Optional Infinitive (Rice & Wexler, 1996), a model designed to explain the 
tense deficits associated with SLI. 
GFTA = Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation (Goldman & Fristoe, 1986), a standardized 
measure of articulation. 
MAE = Mainstream American English. 
MLU = mean length of utterance, average length of a child’s complete and intelligible utterances 
as measured in morphemes. 
OI = Optional Infinitive (Wexler, 1994), a model designed to explain the period in typical 
development when children mark tense in an optional manner in languages that require tense 
marking.   
PPVT-R = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), a standardized 
measure of receptive vocabulary ability. 
SALT = Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts Miller, & Iglesias, (2004), computer 
program designed for language transcription and coding. 
SLI = Specific Language Impairment 
SWE = Southern White English 
TD = Typically Developing Language 
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TOLD:P-2 = Test of Language Development: Primary-2 (Newcomer & Hammil, 1988), a 
standardized measure of expressive and expressive language. 
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APPENDIX B: VERBAL –S CODING WORKSHEET 
Participant number:   Participant alpha code:     Group:  
Pattern Line Number Total 
 
Marked regular verbal –s   
Zero regular verbal -s   
Marked has   
Zero has   
Marked says   
Zero says   
Marked do   
Marked do as doesn’t   
Zero do   
Subject-verb agreement with 
don’t 
  




verbal –s  
  
Other word with verbal -s   





, or plural subject 
  
Verbal –s marked in place of 
another tense  
  
Gots for has   
Got for has   
Gots for have   
Got for have   
Early infinitives    
Has got   






APPENDIX C: VERBAL –S CODING WORKSHEET - HABITUATION 
Participant number:     Participant alpha code:     Group:  
Pattern Line Number Total 
 
Marked reg verbal –s  
YES habitual indicator 
YES habitual context  
  
Marked reg verbal –s  
NO habitual indicator  
YES habitual context  
  
Marked reg verbal –s  
NO habitual context 
  
Zero-marked reg verbal –s  
YES habitual indicator 
YES habitual context  
  
Zero-marked reg verbal –s 
 NO habitual indicator  
YES habitual context  
  
Zero-marked reg verbal –s  
NO habitual context 
  
Marked irreg verbal –s 
YES habitual indicator 
YES habitual context  
  
Marked irreg verbal –s 
NO habitual indicator 
YES habitual context  
  
Marked irreg verbal –s  
NO habitual context 
  
Zero-marked irreg verbal –s 
YES habitual indicator  
YES habitual context 
  
Zero-marked irreg verbal –s 
No habitual indicator 
YES habitual context  
  
Zero-marked irreg verbal –s  





APPENDIX D: VERBAL –S CODING WORKSHEET – HISTORICAL PRESENT 
 
Child 
Context Line Number Total 
  Overtly-marked Zero-marked  
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 
   
 Historical present 
 
   
 Other 
 




APPENDIX E: NUMBER OF OVERTLY-MARKED AND ZERO-MARKED REGULAR 
VERBAL –S FORMS BY GROUP 
 
These data were used to calculate the proportion of regular verbs that were overtly-marked for 
each group. 
 
 AAE SWE 
 TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of overtly-marked contexts 
 
Number of zero-marked contexts 
 

























APPENDIX F: PERCENTAGE OF OVERTLY-MARKED REGULAR FORMS  
FOR EACH CHILD WITHIN EACH GROUP 
 
These data were used to calculate the percentage of overtly-marked regular verbs for each group. 
 
 AAE TD  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of regular 
verbal –s 
Frequency of 
zero marking of 






regular verbal –s  
1 0 6 6 0%  
2 8 12 20 40%  
3 10 10 20 50%  
4 1 5 6 20%  
5 1 9 10 10%  
6 8 17 25 32%  
7 2 5 7 29%  
8 3 8 11 27%  
9 2 12 14 14%  
10 0 11 11 0%  
11 1 5 6 17%  
12 4 12 16 25% 
Mean 3.33 9.17 12.67 22% 
SD (3.45) (3.86) (6.40) (15.06) 
 
 AAE SLI  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of regular 
verbal –s 
Frequency of 
zero marking of 






regular verbal –s  
32 1 4 5 20% 
33 5 4 9 56% 
34 1 18 19 5% 
35 1 16 17 6% 
36 3 6 9 33% 
37 3 3 6 50% 
38 1 16 17 6% 
39 1 15 16 6% 
40 0 1 1 0% 
41 0 5 5 0% 
42 5 8 13 39% 
43 1 6 7 14% 
44 0 5 5 0% 
45 0 6 6 0% 
Mean 1.57 8.07 9.64 17% 






 SWE TD  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of regular 
verbal –s 
Frequency of 
zero marking of 






regular verbal –s  
13 19 0 19 100% 
14 1 0 1 100% 
15 13 0 13 100% 
16 17 1 18 94% 
17 17 1 18 94% 
18 5 0 5 100% 
19 11 5 16 69% 
20 14 6 20 70% 
21 28 1 29 97% 
22 11 0 11 100% 
23 9 1 10 90% 
24 11 1 12 92% 
25 10 0 10 100% 
26 14 1 15 93% 
27 21 1 22 95% 
28 19 2 21 90% 
29 25 1 26 96% 
30 27 1 28 96% 
31 20 2 22 91% 
Mean 15.37 1.26 16.63 93% 
SD (7.16) (1.63) (7.47) (9.01) 
 
 SWE SLI  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of regular 
verbal –s 
Frequency of 
zero marking of 






regular verbal –s  
46 21 2 23 91% 
47 0 1 1 0% 
48 12 9 21 57% 
49 26 4 30 87% 
50 2 1 3 67% 
51 8 2 10 80% 
52 5 0 5 100% 
53 7 8 15 47% 
54 12 0 12 100% 
55 10 2 12 83% 
56 7 2 9 78% 
57 8 6 14 57% 
Mean 9.83 3.08 12.92 71% 
SD (7.38) (3.03) (8.49) (28.09) 
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APPENDIX G:  REGULAR VERBAL –S TYPES 
Overtly- and zero-marked regular verbs. 
AAE TD 
Overtly-marked for verbal –s  Zero-marked for verbal –s 
Bring Act Want  
Come Call Wash 
Curse Come Work 
Fall Drink  
Get Drive  
Go Dry  
Help Eat  
Hook Fall  
Like Get  
Live Go  
Look Grow  
Make Help  
Pee Hurt  
Pour Keep  
Put Let  
Sleep Like  
Stink Live  
Take Look  
Taste Love  
Want Make  
Work Mix  
 Need  
 Own  
 Pick  
 Play  
 Poo  
 Put  
 Roll  
 Run  
 Scream  
 Show  
 Sleep  
 Slide  
 Sound  
 Spray  
 Stay  
 Take  
 Taste  
 Think  
 Tell  




















































Overtly-marked for verbal –s Zero-marked for verbal –s 
Bark Like Clean 
Begin Live Come 
Blow Look Fit 
Break Love Get 
Bring Make Go 
Burp Mean Hate 
Call Move Keep 
Carry Need Know 
Chase Pick Look 
Cheat Play Need 
Clean Pull Punish 
Come Punch Ride 
Cook Push Stay 
Dial Put Take 
Disappear Record Want 
Drink Ride Work 
Drive Run  
Fall Scratch  
Feel Sit  
Fight Sleep  
Fit Spit  
Fly Stare  
Forget Start  
Get Stay  
Give Stick  
Go Stink  
Grow Suck  
Hang Swim  
Help Take  
Hit Talk  
Hold Teach  
Hook Tell  
Hug Trap  
Hurt Try  
Keep Turn  
Kill Use  
Know Wake  
Leave Walk  
Let Want  
 Wash  
 Work  
   




















































APPENDIX H: PERCENTAGE OF OVERTLY-MARKED IRREGULAR FORMS 
These data were used to calculate the percentage of overtly-marked irregular verbs for each 
group. 
 
 AAE TD  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of 
irregular verbal –s 
Frequency of zero 







irregular verbal –s  
1 0 0 0 - 
2 2 5 7 29% 
3 1 1 2 50% 
4 0 4 4 0% 
5 1 2 3 33% 
6 3 14 17 18% 
7 5 3 8 63% 
8 0 7 7 0% 
9 0 3 3 0% 
10 0 5 5 0% 
11 0 0 0 - 
12 2 5 7 29% 
Mean 1.17 4.08 6.30 22% 
SD (1.57) (3.80) (4.30) (22.70) 
 
 AAE SLI  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of  
irregular verbal –s 
Frequency of zero 







irregular verbal –s  
32 0 4 4 0% 
33 3 2 5 60% 
34 0 4 4 0% 
35 0 4 4 0% 
36 0 4 4 0% 
37 0 2 2 0% 
38 0 5 5 0% 
39 0 8 8 0% 
40 0 0 0 - 
41 0 1 1 0% 
42 2 12 12 17% 
43 0 1 1 0% 
44 0 6 6 0% 
45 1 2 2 50% 
Mean .43 3.93 4.36 10% 





 SWE TD  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of irregular 
verbal –s 
Frequency of zero 







irregular verbal –s  
13 18 1 19 95% 
14 4 0 4 100% 
15 10 0 10 100% 
16 2 1 3 67% 
17 12 3 15 80% 
18 5 0 5 100% 
19 8 2 10 80% 
20 1 3 4 25% 
21 18 1 19 95% 
22 9 2 11 82% 
23 2 2 4 50% 
24 2 2 4 50% 
25 7 0 7 100% 
26 16 0 16 100% 
27 4 2 6 67% 
28 10 1 11 91% 
29 6 4 10 60% 
30 12 0 12 100% 
31 12 2 14 86% 
Mean 8.32 1.37 9.68 80% 
SD (5.39) (1.21) (5.20) (21.82) 
 
 SWE SLI  
Child Frequency of overt 
marking of irregular  
verbal -s 
Frequency of zero 







irregular verbal –s  
46 0 5 5 0% 
47 3 2 5 60% 
48 0 2 2 0% 
49 7 2 9 78% 
50 0 1 1 0% 
51 0 1 1 0% 
52 6 6 12 50% 
53 1 4 5 20% 
54 8 0 8 100% 
55 3 5 8 38% 
56 7 7 14 50% 
57 4 4 8 50% 
Mean 3.25 3.25 6.50 37% 
SD (3.11) (2.22) (4.12) (33.65) 
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APPENDIX I: PROPORTION OF HAVE, SAY, AND DO 
These data were used to calculate the children’s proportion of verbs overtly-marked for have, 
say, and do as a function of their group membership. 
 AAE SWE 
 TD SLI TD SLI 
Number of overtly-marked have 
Number of zero-marked have 
Proportion of overtly-marked have 
 
Number of overtly-marked say 
Number of zero-marked say 
Proportion of overtly-marked say 
 
Number of overtly-marked do 
Number of zero-marked do 

















































APPENDIX J: PERCENTAGE OF OVERTLY-MARKED IRREGULAR FORMS  
BY VERB TYPE 
 
These data were used to calculate the children’s percentage of overtly-marked have, say, and do. 




























1 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 
2 2 0 100% 0 1 0% 0 4 0% 
3 0 0 - 1 0 100% 0 1 0% 
4 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 3 0% 
5 0 1 0% 0 1 0% 1 0 100% 
6 0 0 - 2 5 29% 1 9 10% 
7 5 0 100% 0 0 - 0 3 0% 
8 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 6 0% 
9 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 2 0% 
10 0 3 0% 0 0 - 0 2 0% 
11 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 
12 1 0 100% 0 0 - 1 5 17% 
Mean .66 .58 38% .25 .58 32% .25 2.92 13% 
SD (1.50) (.90) (51.75) (.62) (1.44) (47.20) (.45) (2.75) (31.22) 
 




























32 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 4 0% 
33 3 1 75% 0 0 - 0 1 0% 
34 0 0 - 0 3 0% 0 1 0% 
35 0 0 - 0 1 0% 0 3 0% 
36 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 3 0% 
37 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 2 0% 
38 0 1 0% 0 1 0% 0 3 0% 
39 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 7 0% 
40 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 
41 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 1 0% 
42 2 0 100% 0 7 0% 0 5 0% 
43 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 1 0% 
44 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 6 0% 
45 1 0 100% 0 0 - 0 2 0% 
Mean .42 .29 46% 0 .86 0% 0 2.79 0% 
































13 8 0 100% 0 0 - 10 1 91% 
14 4 0 100% 0 0 - 0 0 - 
15 4 0 100% 0 0 - 6 0 100% 
16 2 1 67% 0 0 - 0 0 - 
17 8 0 100% 0 0 - 4 3 57% 
18 1 0 100% 0 0 - 4 0 100% 
19 2 0 100% 3 0 100% 3 2 60% 
20 0 0 - 0 0 - 1 3 25% 
21 9 1 90% 0 0 - 1 3 25% 
22 1 0 100% 3 0 100% 5 2 71% 
23 1 0 100% 0 0 - 1 2 33% 
24 1 0 100% 0 0 - 1 2 33% 
25 5 0 100% 1 0 100% 1 0 100% 
26 3 0 100% 0 0 - 13 0 100% 
27 3 0 100% 0 0 - 1 2 33% 
28 3 0 100% 0 1 0% 7 0 100% 
29 2 0 100% 0 0 - 4 4 50% 
30 3 0 100% 0 0 - 9 0 100% 
31 9 0 100% 1 1 50% 2 1 67% 
Mean 3.63 .11 96% .42 .11 70% 4.26 1.16 72% 































46 0 1 0% 0 0 - 0 4 0% 
47 1 0 100% 0 0 - 2 2 50% 
48 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 2 0% 
49 0 1 0 2 0 100% 5 1 83% 
50 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 1 0% 
51 0 1 0 0 0 - 0 0 - 
52 1 5 17% 0 0 - 5 1 83% 
53 0 0 - 0 0 - 1 4 20% 
54 2 0 100% 2 0 100% 4 0 100% 
55 0 0 - 1 5 17% 2 0 100% 
56 1 2 33% 1 0 100% 5 5 50% 
57 2 0 100% 1 0 100% 1 4 20% 
Mean .58 .83 44% .58 .42 83% 2.08 2.00 46% 




APPENDIX K: EXAMPLES OF UTTERANCES WITH AND WITHOUT HABITUATION 
 
Utterances with Habituation 
 
Sometimes when my little niece pees I change her.  (AAE TD) 
When she sleeps at my grandmother’s with me she falls off the bed.  (AAE TD) 
It always do.  (AAE TD) 
She help me ride her bike.  (AAE SLI) 
He barks a lot of times.  (AAE SLI) 
She gets whooping all the time.  (AAE SLI) 
Sometimes she always wants to get by the window when they call her.  (SWE TD) 
I just go behind the tractor to make sure it goes right sometimes. (SWE TD) 
He burps and he doesn’t say excuse me.  (SWE TD) 
Sometimes me and my brother rolls it.  (SWE SLI) 
Because I think he wants to see while we’re driving.  (SWE SLI) 
Where you just gotta press numbers and it goes.  (SWE SLI) 
 
 
Utterances without Habituation 
 
The little boy wants to go slide.  (AAE TD; during play with toys) 
Only the baby and the dog goes here.  (AAE TD; during play with toys). 
If the baby go up, who will come with it?  (AAE TD; during play with toys). 
Who want to slide on that slide?  (AAE SLI; during play with toys) 
He go fishing.  (AAE SLI; telling a story with Apricot picture) 
Because it has red right there up there  (SWE TD; telling a story with Apricot picture) 
He has got measles.  (SWE TD; telling a story with Apricot picture) 
He doesn’t get killed.  (SWE TD; explaining the outcome of an event during a story) 
The daddy fit in here.  (SWE SLI; during play with toys) 





APPENDIX L: COMMON COLLECTIVE NOUNS 
Army Class Drove Majority Skein 
Array Cloud Faculty Minority Society 
Audience Clutch Family Navy Staff 
Band Colony Firm Nest Swarm 
Bevy Committee Flight Pack Team 
Board Company Flock Party Tribe 
Brood Congregation Gaggle Plague Troop 
Bunch Corporation Gang Pride Troupe 
Cabinet Council Herd Public Yoke 
Cast Crowd Jury School  
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